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This thesis presents qualitative research on the construction of choice biographies of a 
group of Somali young people in London. It highlights the nature of intergenerational 
and community relationships in the Somali community and how this relates to the ways 
in which Somali young people engage with educational opportunities. It also discusses 
the role of the young people in mediating the resettlement process of their families in 
the diaspora, arguing in particular that they are the critical agents regarding the process 
RIWKHLUSDUHQWV¶UHVHWWOHPHQWLQWKH8.8VLQJVHPL-structured qualitative interviews, I 
have collected data from thirty young people and thirteen informants from this 
FRPPXQLW\¶VRUJDQLVDWLRQV7KURXJKDQH[SORUDWLRQRI WKH6RPDOLFRPPXQLW\ FRQWH[W
RI WKH \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V FKRLFHV LW KDV HPHUJHG WKDW ZKLOH WKHUH KDV EHHQ D VKLIW LQ
orientation more towards permanent residency than a return to the country of origin, 
there are increasing concerns related to intergenerational social mobility.  
0\GDWDVKRZWKDW\RXQJSHRSOH¶VDVSLUDWLRQVH[SHFWDWLRQVDQGFKRLFHV LQYROYHPRUH
WKDQ µUDWLRQDO¶ GHFLVLon-making, for they are entangled with three interlinked 
phenomena: individual biographies; family and community processes and the prevailing 
structures of the host society. The thesis shows that it is the interaction of these 
dynamics that define choice/outcome discrepancies. I argue that the establishment of the 
Somali community in the UK is bound up with the re-enactment of pre-migration 
narratives and I show how community processes mediate the ways in which the younger 
generation of this community engage with the opportunity structures, and define their 
identities and sense of belonging in the host society. My data suggests that, despite 
concerns around intergenerational mobility, there is among these young people much 
optimism towards educational opportunities, and that education is widely considered as 
the only available avenue for social mobility. Moreover, it is argued that young people 
show strong agency in trying to write their choice biographies, but that their outcomes 
are ultimately governed by the hegemonic context of employment opportunities. The 
WKHVLV DUJXHV WKDWZLWKPDWXUDWLRQ \RXQJSHRSOH VHWWOH IRU D µJHWWLQJ E\¶ VWUDWHJ\ DQG
that to a large extent the agentic attitudes shown by them are an expression of a 
combination of immigrant optimism, adolescent optimism and strategies for managing 
the uncertainties that characterise contemporary youth transitions. I also suggest that 
through critical engagement with hegemonic structures these young people can find 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
1.1 Background and the research problem 
 
London is home to one of the largest Somali diaspora communities in the West. The 
presence of this community in the UK dates back to the nineteenth century after the 
establishment of the British Somaliland Protectorate, when young Somali men went into 
the shipping industry as seamen or joined the British Royal Navy as soldiers and 
eventually came to settle in port cities in the UK. In fact, they became one of the first 
black communities to settle in the UK. Their number grew significantly in the late 
¶V DQG HDUO\ ¶V IROORZLQJ WKH FROODSVH RI IRUPHU 6RPDOLD¶V ODVW FHQWUDO
government in 1991. There are no reliable figures on the number of Somalis in the UK. 
The most reliable data are provided by the Office for National Statistics, which 
according to Hopkins (2006), in its 2001 Census estimated the number of Somalis in the 
UK to be 43,373. In 2011, the Office for National Statistics estimates the Somali-born 
population at 101,000 for England and Wales (ONS, 2013).  
 
What these census figures show is that the number of Somalis in the UK is far from 
accurate for a number of reasons. First, as will become apparent from this thesis, the 
FRQIXVLRQ WKHVH ILJXUHVFUHDWH LV UHIOHFWLYHRI WKH µ6RPDOL¶ LGHQWLW\Zhich has become 
problematic to define. That is, not all people of Somali-descent subscribe to the 
µ6RPDOL¶ LGHQWLW\ DQGPD\ HYHQEH KDSS\ WR LGHQWLI\ WKHPVHOYHV DV MXVW µ$IULFDQV¶ LQ
official documents. Second, some people of Somali-ethnicity may originate from 
countries in the Horn of Africa, like Djibouti, Ethiopia and Kenya and may prefer to 
take the official identity descriptions linked to these countries in official documents. 
The debate of how people from Somaliland should identify themselves in official 
registers has also started. Similarly, Somalis relocating from mainland Europe like the 
Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden and Norway, may tend to classify themselves in terms 
RIWKHLUDFTXLUHGFLWL]HQVKLS)RULQVWDQFHYDQ/LHPSWUHSRUWVWKDWµbetween 
10,000 and 20,000 have left the Netherlands for the UK¶. Finally, the census figures 
refer to Somali-born only and therefore do not capture data for second-generation 
Somalis, notwithstanding that these may simply identity themselves as Black British.  
Consequently, the above figures only give a conservative estimate of the size of the 




The UK is not the only destination for Somali refugees, for dispersed around the globe 
µZLWK DQ HVWLPDWHG  WKH\ DUH UDQNHG E\ WKH81+&5 WKH ILIWK ODUJHVW UHIXJHH
SRSXODWLRQ LQ WKH ZRUOG¶ Kleist, 2004). With this number reflecting only cases 
registered as refugees, it is estimated that over one million Somalis are scattered across 
the globe (Lindley, 2007: 5). This movement has led to the emergence of a large Somali 
diaspora community, which is becoming recognisable in the British demographic 
landscape. Migration biographies of dislocation and pre-migration social practices, 
which have partly contributed to this very dislocation, continue to shape its everyday 
experiences. Migration experiences of refugee communities are specific in that their 
reasons for departure (Kunz, 1981) are different from those of voluntary immigrants 
who are attracted by the pull factors in the receiving countries. Often, refugees have no 
choice in leaving their native homelands, and for them the push factors are political 
persecution or civil war. Moreover, unlike economic migrants, these communities 
maintain different links with their country of origin or have different social relationships 
among themselves in the diaspora (Wahlbeck, 2002). The Somali community can be 
GHVFULEHGDVDµFRPPXQLW\LQWUDQVLWLRQ¶ZKLFKLVLQWKHSURFHVVRIHVWDEOLVKLQJLWVHOILQ
the UK and dealing with the traumas of displacement, a community which is showing 
signs of what is akin to what Zhou and Bankston (1994: 822 FDOO µDGDSWDWLRQDO
GLIILFXOWLHV¶ 7KHVH DGDSWDWLRQDO GLIILFXOWLHV FRXOG LQ SDUW EH UHODWHG WR WKH VXJJHVWLRQ
WKDW WKH 6RPDOL FRPPXQLW\ KDV FRPH WR UHVHWWOH LQ D µFXOWXUDOO\ DQG OLQJXLVWLFDOO\
GLVWDQW¶KRVWFRXQWU\Kunz, 1981). 
 
The Somali community shares these dislocation experiences and adaptational 
difficulties with other refugee communities, but it also has another problem, which is 
the historical kinship-based segmented social structure (Kusow, 2006; Lewis, 1961) 
brought from the home country and enacted in the host society (Griffiths, 1997). In his 
classic anthropological work, Lewis offers an elaborate analysis of how the logic of 
kinship-based social sWUXFWXUHKDVKLVWRULFDOO\XQGHUPLQHGDµ6RPDOLFRPPRQLQWHUHVW¶
and despite the challenges of racism and exclusion practices faced in the West, the role 
of kinship embedded relations continues to shape the social life of Somalis. A second 
WKHPH LQ /HZLV¶V work is that nomadic pastoralism, which historically underpins 
HFRQRPLFOLIHLQWKHKRPHFRXQWU\µPLOLWDWHVDJDLQVWWKHIRUPDWLRQRIDVWDEOHWHUULWRULDO
JURXS¶ /HZLV   IRU GHVSLWH WKH DSSHDUDQFH RI KRPRJHQHLW\ WKHUH LV µWKH
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invisible differencH¶ UHSUHVHQWHG LQ FODQ LGHQWLW\ /HZLV  5HODWLQJ µWKH 6RPDOL
SUREOHP¶ WR WKHLU VRFLDO RUJDQLVDWLRQ /HZLV   GLVFXVVHV WKH SHUYDVLYH
system of segmentary social organisation of the Somalis, by which he refers to the 
µSULPDULO\GHFHQWUDOLVHd and highly fluid Somali political structure, which is defined by 
JHQHDORJLFDO UHFNRQLQJ¶ /HZLV   6HJPHQWDWLRQ UHIHUV WR D IOXLG QDWXUH RI
NLQVKLSRUJDQLVDWLRQµWKDWHQVKULQHVVWUXFWXUDOSUHFDULRXVQHVVDVDQRUP¶/HZLV
xi). That is, reciprocal relations among Somalis are often sanctioned by shifting clan-
based affiliations, and this shifting nature of the kinship system renders it deployable as 
D µFXOWXUDOO\ FRQVWUXFWHG UHVRXUFH¶ /HZLV   $UJXLQJ WKDW WKH VRFLDO
organisation of Somalis is based on a segmented lineage system, Lewis writes that it:  
 
[P]rovides inherently oppositional and confrontational basic identities that are 
mobilized when competition and conflict develop over material resources, 
power, personal security, and reputation. (Lewis, 1998: 101) 
 
As I discuss in Chapter 4, these features of the Somali demographic profile are crucial 
for studying the ways in which those in the diaspora interact with one another and with 
the wider society. They are important because, while many argue that Somalis not only 
come from an ethnically homogenous group, but also culturally, religiously and 
linguistically share a common background, their polarised social relationships raise 
serious questions about the homogeneity perspective. Relations among members of 
different groups within the Somali community reflect historical and social relations in 
the home country. Consequently, theorisations of the Somali immigrant community 
remain inadequate without considering the interrelated historical social practices, pre-
migration narratives and political dynamics in the home country. Political analysis of 
Somali-related matters is highly charged by competing interpretations (Barnes, 2006), 
which are beyond the scope of this research. They are invoked here merely to 
contextualise social relations among the Somali diaspora and to show how the processes 
of forming a common front among this community are bound up with the interplay of 
complex historical and political prRFHVVHV LQ WKH µKRPH FRXQWU\¶. In this respect, it is 
argued that the ongoing political instability in the home country has a negative impact 
on the emergence of social capital to facilitate intergenerational social mobility and 
monitor the incorporation process of Somali young people into the host society. As 
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Colletta and Cullen (2000: 3) contend, with the disintegration of the Somali State a 
similar process of polarisation has taken place among the Somali people in the diaspora. 
 
Studies on the Somali community in the diaspora are few but growing. Here, it is 
germane to outline the major works in this area, their main findings, and the main 
research questions yet to be addressed. In the following I discuss three strands of 
liteUDWXUH DQG WKH ILUVW W\SH UHODWHV WR WKH WKHPHRI µFRPPXQLW\¶$ VWXG\E\+RSNLQV
(2006) on Somali community organisations in London and Toronto highlights the lack 
of effective representation and inclusive service delivery among Somali community 
organisations. Griffiths (2000) conducted a comparative study on Somalis and Kurds in 
London and found that there was a trend and willingness among the Somali community 
to self-organise, which has resulted in the emergence of numerous community 
organisations in those boroughs with a sizeable representation. However, this 
burgeoning of community organisations is segmented and has not necessarily translated 
itself into a meaningful sense of community representation, and according to Griffiths, 
has not contributed to strengthening community relations among Somalis. One can 
suggest that polarisation within the community has rendered such organisations often 
LQHIIHFWLYH LQ VHUYLQJ WKH \RXQJ SHRSOH*ULIILWKV DQG+RSNLQV¶V VWXGLHV UDLVH VHULRXV
questions about the role and effectiveness of informal community organisations among 
the Somalis. They relate this problem to the re-enactment in the UK of pre-migration 
social relationships characterised by inter-clan conflict. Fuglerud and Engebrigtsen 
(2006) give a succinct account of the role of the pre-migration histories in the way the 
6RPDOL FRPPXQLW\ LQWHJUDWHV LQ WKHKRVW VRFLHW\%\ FRPSDULQJ WKH µVRFLDOQHWZRUNV¶
among the Somali and Tamil communities in Norway, these authors conclude that the 
way in which social networks among the former are structured does not help them adapt 
to life in exile. For rather, support, they suggest, is often mediated through family-based 
networks. The central argument in their study is that while Tamils are hailed as model 
immigrants in the media, Somalis have been depicted as less successful in adapting to 
life in Norway. 
 
It appears from these studies that the intergenerational social mobility of Somali young 
people is, in part, adversely affected by the lack of what Portes and Sensenbrenner 
(1993) call µERXQGHG VROLGDULW\¶ ± a form of group solidarity among immigrant 
communities who face common prejudice and discrimination from the host society. In 
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this regard, it is held that individuals in the immigrant community tend to cooperate to 
challenge collectively the hostile environment in the host society. According to Portes 
DQG6HQVHQEUHQQHUWKHµFRPPRQWKUHDW¶ WKDWHWKQLFPLQRULW\FRPPXQLWLHVIDFH
generates enough support for community cohesion. However, a common threat is not 
the only binding factor, for even if this diminishes, discrimination on its own does not 
warrant the emergence of group solidarity. Bounded solidarity also involves the 
privileges one can access through community networks for competing effectively with 
what is available in the wider society (p. 1336). The discussion outlined above sets out 
the context of the socialisation of Somali young people in explaining the 
intergenerational dissonance not only in terms of an absence of cohesive community 
relationships, but also in relation to how the role of human agency explains much of the 
individual success stories.  
 
There is also a growing literature on how the Somali young people in the diaspora 
construct identities (Ali, 2001; Ajrouch and Kusow, 2007; Bigelow, 2008; Fangen, 
2007a and 2007b; Forman, 2001; Jorden et al., 2009; Langellier, 2010; Sakyiwah, 2012; 
Valentine et al., 2009; van Liempt, 2011). For example, Valentine et al. (2009), in their 
comparative study of the experiences of young Somalis in Aarhus (Denmark) and 
Sheffield (UK), found that the identity narratives of the young people in their research 
ZHUHµFRQIXVHGDERXWZKDWLWIHHOVWREH6RPDOL¶EHFDXVHPXFKRIWKRVHWKDWFRQILJXUH
their native identity have been passed down by their parents. They argue that the mode 
of Somali-ethnic identity or the Muslim identity is differently expressed by the two 
groups of young people, which they explain in terms of the reception context in the 
different countries. They suggest that the multicultural policy in the UK offers much 
greater room for expressing Muslim identity than the liberal policy in Denmark 
provides for their counterparts. In other words, the extent to which minority ethnic 
identity is expressed is associated with the hegemonic context and policies of 
LQWHJUDWLRQEHFDXVH µDOO LGHQWLWLHVDUH VLWXDWHGSUDFWLFHV¶ 9DOHQWLQHHW DO
That is, the strong Somali community in the UK provides stronger anchorage for re-
enacting their native heritage than for their counterparts in Denmark. 
 
In her study of Dutch-Somali people settling in Leicester and London, van Liempt 
(2011) has arrived at similar findings. She concludes that what underpinned their 
decision to migrate from the Netherlands were the economic factor and the need for a 
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sense of belonging. Consequently, it can be seen in both studies that identity and 
belonging are treated in a differentiated way. According to Valentine et al. (2009), 
while Somalis in Denmark enact a Danish identity through language and the level of 
their religiosity is more moderate, their belonging is constantly challenged by the 
hegemonic hostile attitude towards immigrants. As for the UK, Valentine et al. argue 
WKDWWKHPXOWLFXOWXUDOSROLF\DOORZVLPPLJUDQWVWRµGHILQHWKHLURZQLGHQWLWLHVDQGWKHLU
RZQFRPPXQLWLHV¶ 9DOHQWLQHHW DO:KLOH6RPDOLV LQERWK'HQPDrk and 
the Netherlands have linguistically become part of the host society, it is the denial of 
recognition that limits their full participation in the host society and it is the responses 
to contradictions in multicultural policies that partly feed into tKH µHPHUJLQJ
WUDQVQDWLRQDOLVP¶FI&KDSWHU7KHRXWFRPHVRIWKHVHVWXGLHVVXJJHVWWKDWWKHXVHRI
language as a key marker of identity has its limitations. Valentine et al. found that while 
the Danish policy demands that immigrants speak the Danish language, within the same 
SROLF\DQGSRSXODUGLVFRXUVHV LPPLJUDQWVDUHVHHQDV µVWUDQJHUV¶VLJQLI\LQJ WKHLUQRW-
belonging in the country. They found that while Somalis in Denmark enjoy the freedom 
of practising a more moderate form of their faith, their counterparts in the UK have the 
freedom to enact both their native language and faith. The question then arises as to 
how the freedom to enact native heritage as opposed to not being able to do so, impacts 
upon Somali young people in terms of their strategies for engaging with the opportunity 
structures. 
 
Consequently, there are concerns about marginalisation and the risk of social exclusion 
surrounding Somali young people. These emanate from the racialised and classed 
context that defines the experiences of contemporary youth. However, in the specific 
case of Somali young people, these concerns are further compounded by the dilemma 
that many of the first generation immigrants usually face: choosing between permanent 
residency in the receiving country and returning to the originating one. Questions that 
resonate among the first generation of the Somali community in the UK include: Will 
Somali young people fare well in the UK educational system and labour market? Or, 
ZLOOWKH\µDVVLPLODWHGRZQZDUGO\¶Zhou and Bankston, 1994) in the youth subcultures 
that plague many of their peers from ethnic minority backgrounds? Somali young 
people have recently attracted much attention from the media and because of the global 
security concerns are GHVFULEHGDVµSHRSOHRILQWHUHVW¶.DELU)RUH[DPSOHLQ
the summer of 2009, Aljazeera TV aired a programme about Somali-on-Somali crime in 
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London fronted by the Somali-born British journalist Raage Omaar, raising concerns 
about an emerging gang culture amongst Somali young people. Omaar talks about 
µJHQHUDWLRQDOFULVHV¶ZLWKLQZKLFK\RXQJ6RPDOLVDOLHQDWHG IURP%ULWLVKVRFLHW\ WDNH
RQ WKHLU IHOORZFRXQWU\PHQ µZLWK WUDJLF UHVXOWV¶ZKLFK WKH IDWKHURI D YLFWLPRI VXFK
gang crime in the programmH GHVFULEHV DV D µGRXEOH EORZ¶ 2PDDU  7KH
programme features the case of two Somali young victims at the hands of rival gangs 
and it is not the number, but the nature of the killing that raises a moral panic among the 
first generation Somalis. 
 
While it is unclear whether these cases are just isolated ones with no significance, it is 
similarly unclear whether they could be just the tip of the iceberg of a large-scale 
problem linked to the generational crises. In any case, a similar pattern of alienation 
from mainstream society has been reported by Somali young people growing up in the 
West and more recently, there has been a trend for those alienated joining !"#$%" wars 
abroad. For example, in October 2008, Shirwa Ahmed, a 26-year-old young Somali-
American, allegedly carried out a suicide mission at the Presidential Palace in Hargeisa, 
Somaliland. Ahmed is believed to have probably been the first American citizen driven 
E\DµMLKDGLVW¶LGHRORJ\WREHFRPHDVXLFLGHERPEHUDQGZDVRQHRIDJURXSRI6RPDli 
\RXQJSHRSOHUDLVHGLQWKHGLDVSRUDZKRUHWXUQHGDVµ!"#$%"&'&¶WRWKHLUFRXQWU\RIRULJLQ
WR MRLQRWKHUV6LQFH$KPHG¶VDOOHJHGVXLFLGHERPELQJ VHYHUDORWKHU VLPLODUFDVHVRI
suicide bombings related to Somali young people returning from the diaspora have been 
reported in Somalia. Moreover, as I was revising this chapter in July 2014, sixteen-year-
ROGWZLQVLVWHUVµZLWK$-C GCS(VEHWZHHQWKHP¶DFFRUGLQJWRGlendinning for the 




the community level there are initiatives for collective community responsibility for 
intergenerational guidance. Understandably, there is intergenerational dissonance in 
acculturation, orientation and perceptions of what is worth doing in that while the first 
JHQHUDWLRQ¶VFRQFHUQVDUHPDLQO\IRFXVHGRQWKHSROLWLFDOGHYHORSPHQWV LQWKHFRXQWU\
of origin, the second-generation tend to focus on the here-and-now. The stories of 
Ahmed and the twin sisters are perhaps extreme examples of how disaffected young 
people in search of identity and belonging have been attempting to understand their 
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transnational experiences; but these cases are not isolated ones, for the trend of 
radicalisation continues. According to Joseph and Maruf (2014), in Canada alone 
µH[SHUWV HVWLPDWH WKDW EHWZHHQ  WR ¶ 6RPDOLV KDYH OHIW WR MRLQ MLKDGL ZDUV LQ
Somalia or Syria. The latest of these trends are the two high profile cases of a 21-year-
old Somali-Canadian, Farah Mohamed Shirdon (Huffington Post, 2014) and 22 year-old 
Finish-born Hussain Faisal Ali, the son of a prominent politician and former 
presidential candidate in Somaliland, Faisal Ali Warabe, who joined militants in Syria 
6RPDOL3UHVV6KLUGRQZDVDQHSKHZRI6RPDOLD¶VIRUPHUSULPHPLQLVWHUDQGLQ
August 2014 he and Ali were shown on social media. Shirdon was shown in a passport 
EXUQLQJ FHUHPRQ\ ZKLFK FRXOG EH GHVFULEHG DV µD ULWH RI SDVVDJH¶ WR V\mbolise the 
departure from his acquired Somali-Canadian identity and initiation into a new !"#$%" 
identity. A few weeks after this initiation ceremony was circulated around social media, 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) reported that Shirdon had been killed and a 
VFKRRO IULHQG FRPPHQWLQJ RQ WKH HYHQW VWDWHG µWKH HQUDJHG PDQ \HOOLQJ LQ D KHDY\
accent was radically different from the quiet boy living in Braeside who spoke like most 
&DOJDULDQV¶Herald, 2014). One way of reading the development of life trajectories of 
young people like Shirdon is to draw upon the role of social processes, because these 
play a vital part in individual actions. As Blackledge and Hunt (1985) point out, in 
WLPHVRIZDUµSHRSOHIHHOFRPSHOOHGWRDct against one of the very basic human instincts: 
avoidance of death¶ (p. 9). This compelling power clearly comes from the social 
VWUXFWXUHZKHUHH[SHFWDWLRQVQRUPVDQGYDOXHVODUJHO\FRQVWUDLQSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHVDQG
freedom. However, these compelling powers do not take away the role of agency, 
because as will become increasingly clearer throughout this thesis, young people 
coming of age in the diaspora are catalysts of the transformation that the community is 
undergoing. 
The identity narratives of these young people raise critical questions, perhaps 
controversial ones, about adherence to native heritage and they are controversial in the 
VHQVH WKDW UHOLJLRVLW\ LV YLHZHG ZLWK VXVSLFLRQ &RPPHQWLQJ RQ KLV VRQ¶V MRXUQH\ WR
6\ULD)DLVDO$OL:DUDEHVWDWHGµKH>+oussain] has started to frequent mosques¶. This 
creates a paradox for many parents in the sense that those who embrace the native 
cultural heritage are at increased risk of feeling out of place in the host society. 
Similarly, those who are not initiated in the native cultural heritage and narratives of 
immigration embedded in the notion of achievement remain at risk of downward 
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assimilation. Consequently, constructively engaging with the opportunity structures 
does not necessarily decrease the risk of disengagement, for the generational crises 
DIIHFW ERWK WKRVHZKR DVVLPLODWH GRZQZDUGO\ LQWR WKH µDW-ULVN¶ \RXWK VXEFXOWXUHV DQG
those engaging constructively. On 7th August 2013, the Economist featured an article on 
µ%ULWDLQ¶V6RPDOLV¶ raising concerns around intergenerational differences, problems of 
LGHQWLW\ DQGEHORQJLQJ VXJJHVWLQJ WKDW6RPDOLV VXIIHU µHWKQLFSHQDOWLHV¶ LQ WKH VHDUFK
for jobs (Economist, 2013). These problematic issues associated with the search for 
identity and belonging surrounding Somali young people define their daily experiences 
of their trying to fit into the host culture. To a great extent, the problems described here 
are as much manifestations of a deep-seated pre-migration crisis within Somali 
community relations that are enacted in the diaspora, as they are contradictions of the 
multicultural context within which these young people are making their everyday 
choices. 
 
One has to be cautious in interpreting media discourses. Not only are many media 
reports anecdotal, but also, more seriously, quite often some sensationalist tabloid-type 
media are among the chief tools for feeding popular hegemonic sentiments that 
represent immigrants as µmisfitting¶ in the host culture by their own choosing. As 
Frymer (2006: 105) argues µWKHSRZHURIPDVV media permeates the very foundations of 
LGHQWLW\DQGFRQVFLRXVQHVVDQGFUHDWHVVRFLDOUHDOLW\¶When Mo Farah, the Somali-born 
British athlete, won double Olympic in 2012, he was hailed as an icon of the 
PXOWLFXOWXUDO µPHOWLQJ SRW¶ LQ WKe media discourses. He himself has reinforced this 
multicultural dimension of his identity by wrapping himself in the Union Jack and by a 
µSXEOLFO\-SHUIRUPHG HPERGLPHQW RI D %ULWLVK0XVOLP LGHQWLW\¶ %XUVGH\  
Werbner, 2013b). Moreover, while the young people represented in the above are 
SRUWUD\HG DV PXOWLFXOWXUDO UHMHFWV 0R )DUDK LV µSHUVRQLILHG¶ DV D µUROH PRGHO IRU
PXOWLFXOWXUDO %ULWDLQ¶ %XUVGH\   +RZHYHU QRWZLWKVWDQGLQJ WKH
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI WKH 6RPDOL FRPPXQLW\ DV µIDLOHG¶ LQ VRme media reports, its 
incorporation into the dominant culture is problematic.  
 
Part of this problem is related to the issues of citizenship, identity and belonging. As I 
will describe in Chapter 4, the Somali community is characterised by ambivalent 
internal relationships that are mediated by historical and pre-migration narratives as 
well as being further compounded by the stratified social system they joined. British 
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education provision and its organisation are marked by class division and inequalities 
(Crozier, 2014; Fangen, 2006; Gillborn, 1997; Reay, 2001) and Somali young people 
are unfavourably positioned in this context, because of their racial and socioeconomic 
positioning. Consequently, their life-chances, like those of their peers from other 
immigrant backgrounds, are strongly defined by these macro-structural factors. In this 
work, I will draw on research in both the US and the UK, which has shown that the 
educational and career aspirations and outcomes for different ethnic minority young 
people vary, thus raising serious questions about the limited scope of exclusively 
structural explanations (Archer and Francis, 2007; Bradley and Taylor, 2004; Modood, 
2004; Portes and Rumbaut, 2001; Zhou and Bankston, 1994). The diversity among 
different communities and the richness of the multicultural society are at the base of the 
LGHD WKDWZKLOH µVXEMHFWHG WR H[FOXVLRQDU\ DQG UDFLDOLVHGSUDFWLFHV µQHZ¶PLJUDQWVGR
QRWILWHDVLO\ZLWKLQWKHPRUHVWDWLFRUELQDU\QRWLRQVRIFXOWXUDODQGELRORJLFDOUDFLVP¶
(Archer and Francis, 2007: 29). Critical understanding of the educational aspirations 
and outcomes of young people from immigrant communities, and the risk of exclusion 
these young people face, thus, requires consideration of their pre-migration narratives 
and how these interact with the contextual dynamics.  
 
A third strand of literature reviewed for the purpose of this study relates to the theme of 
education and here, too concerns have been raised. According to Harris (2004), who has 
conducted a review of studies on Somalis in the UK, one of the key themes emerging 
from the literature was related to concerns raised about the educational achievement of 
Somali children. A recent study published by the London Borough of Lambeth, for 
instance, reports that these Somali children underachieve (Demi, Lewis and McLean, 
2007). After compiling statistical information from across 28 local authorities in 
London, Demi et al. found that 29,395 Somali pupils attend London schools and go on 
WRUHSRUWWKDWRQO\µRIWKHVH6RPDOLFKLOGUHQZHUHJaining 5+A*-C GCSE grades in 
comparison to 60% of the White British pupils, 56% of African pupils and 49% of 
Black Caribbean pupils and 74% of Indian pupils¶ (p. 12). Despite the valuing of 
education by Somali parents and the organisation of after school classes, there is little 
evidence to suggest a successful transition of the youth to post-compulsory trajectories.  
 
$OL  VWXGLHG WKHH[SHULHQFHVRI6RPDOLZRPHQ LQ/RQGRQE\ FRQVLGHULQJ µKRZ
education interacts with changes in gender relations caused by migration¶. She found 
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that due to the migration experiences and arrival in a host society with different 
institutional and social arrangements, the Somali family has undergone substantial 
changes, i.e. it has changed from an extended to a nuclear form. She also found that the 
role of women in the family has been changing as they are now subjected to the extra 
social pressure in the preservation of religious and cultural practices. Alitolppa-Niitamo 
(2004), in her ethnographic study of Somali young people in Helsinki, addresses the 
question of how young people contemplate their futures in the context of a myriad of 
social and economic factors that they are unable influence (p. 97). In her discussion, 
Alitolppa-Niitamo argues that the position of the Somali immigrant family is weakened 
E\ µFXOWXUDO DQG OLQJXLVWLF GLVFRQWLQXLWLHV¶ LQ WKHLU QHZ KRPHODQG S  7KDW LV
because of the short duration of their stay in Finland, they lack experience of the 
Finnish schooling system, and so the parents are not well equipped to help their children 
navigate the schooling system or institutional opportunity structures (p. 91). In fact, it is 
the children who have to assist their parents in interpreting this, and so it seems that 
parent-child roles are reversed. Alitolppa-Niitamo claims that, in general, young people 
integrate into the host society much faster than their parents and consequently, take on 
DQ LQWHUSUHWHU UROH IRU WKHP SDUWLFXODUO\ LI WKH\ GR QRW PDVWHU WKH KRVW FRXQWU\¶V
language. 
 
According to Alitolppa-Niitamo (2004: 98), the faster acculturation rate of the Somali 
young people into the host society comes with a price, for through interpreting for their 
parents, they become prematurely exposed to family decisions, including those that 
affect their education. This puts them in an awkward position and raises questions about 
the role parents should be playing so as to guide their children through the education 
process. It also leads to intergenerational conflict. Whilst young people quickly master 
the host language and become familiar with the subtleties of the host culture and its 
institutions, older generations often struggle with coming to terms with the disruptions 
to their cultural and linguistic practices. Young people take on multiple identities and 
their behaviour outdoors clashes with how they are expected to behave while at home. 
Parents, on the other hand, want to retain their minority ethnic heritage and ensure their 
children adopt it, but the context in which they want to impart cultural traits to their 
children does not ease the process. Second, Alitolppa-Niitamo argues that with the 
unmediated exposure of the second-generation to new norms and values comes another 
price. For, while Somali young people have to negotiate their integration into the host 
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culture, they at the same time run the risk of assimilating into dominant youth 
subcultures in a detrimental way. That is, given the weakened position of the family and 
the prevalent pressure in their neighbourhoods, they are exposed to an increased risk of 
being involved with negative aspects of these youth subcultures. 
 
The intergenerational conflict resulting from the differential ways Somalis young 
people and the older generation adapt to the changing family dynamics, and participate 
in the host society impacts on both family and community dynamics. Drawing on 
=KRX¶VZRUN =KRX $OLWROSSD-1LLWDPR  UHIHUV WR WKLV DV D µJHQHUDWLRQDO
dissonance¶ =KRX   GHSOR\V WKLV FRQFHSW WR UHIHU WR µVLWXDWLRQV ZKHUH
FKLOGUHQ¶V OHYHO RI DGDSWing to the host culture does not correspond to that of their 
parents nor conform to their parental guidance¶. He contrasts this strategy with 
µJHQHUDWLRQDO FRQVRQDQFH¶ ZKLFK µUHIHUV WR VLWXDWLRQV ZKHUH ERWK FKLOGUHQ DQG WKHLU
parents agree the terms under which they either integrate or abstain from integration¶. 
Suggesting that these differences have implications for the bonding forms of social 
capital within the family, Alitolppa-Niitamo points out that the position of the Somali 
immigrant family is weakened, which potentially can lead to a breakdown of the much 
needed parental guidance and intergenerational support (2004: 91). Although conducted 
EHWZHHQ  DQG  DQG UHIHUULQJ WR KHU VDPSOH DV WKH µJHQHUDWLRQ-in-EHWZHHQ¶
Alitolppa-1LLWDPR¶V VWXG\ QRnetheless, gives an early indication of the mismatches 
between the aspiration of Somali young people and the institutional opportunities 
available to them. A core finding of her study is that culturalist explanations for the way 
in which second-generation immigrant young people participate in education are not 
sufficient to account for their social mobility. Instead, she emphasises three intersecting 
aspects: the role of human agency, the personal attributes of individual immigrants and 
the conditions they meet in the host society. 
  
Key arguments of the preceding discussion can be summarised into three topical areas 
of interest. First, it can be argued that the internal relations of the Somali community in 
the UK, or indeed in the diaspora for that matter, have become problematic. There are 
concerns surrounding the economic and political participation of the Somali 
community, in general, in the host society. The works cited above show the struggle 
exiled Somalis have had to endure to deal with the shock of life in an alien culture. This 
problematic resettlement process and the dynamics of the community relationships, in 
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part, are mediating the ways in which second-generation young people of this 
community construct their choice trajectories in the host country. Second, Somali young 
people growing up in the West appear to be confused about their sense of identity and 
belonging. The confusion exists in terms of the contradictions embedded in the 
multicultural policies or even more so in the integrationist policies in their new host 
nations. The examples of the studies cited above offer some crucial insights into how 
the lack of political representation is bound up with the historical narratives and 
transnational experiences of Somali first generation immigrants. Thus, both the risk of 
social exclusion from mainstream society, on the one hand, and the risk of 
cultural/linguistic discontinuities from native cultural heritage, on the other, appear to 
be the field within which Somali young people have to operate. Third, another theme 
emerging from this brief review of the available literature is with regards to the 
challenges Somali young people face in the realm of education.  
 
Understandably, concerns surrounding poor educational performance as well as gang 
culture and radicalisation are primarily manifested in the popular media. Just as 
important is to note that these concerns manifest themselves at the level of the family, 
where, to begin with, there is a tension brought about by conflicting parental 
expectations and the opportunities available to their children. This intergenerational 
discrepancy of expectation entails the view that while parents expect much from their 
children, the latter are caught up in growing up in increasingly challenging conditions, 
thus increasing their risk of marginalisation. Of course some young people positively 
engage with the educational and employment opportunities, but the concerns remain of 
GLVDIIHFWHG RWKHUV PDNLQJ D µGRZQZDUG DVVLPLODWLRQ¶ LQWR WKH FRQWHPSRUDU\ \RXWK
subculture, where positive engagement with the schooling system is no longer 
considered to be the norm, or even more worrying, falling prey to radicalisation. 
 
Bringing these themes together, I suggest that not much is known about how the life-
chances of the young people of this community are bound up with the diaspora 
identities that they construct through their interaction with the host society; how 
community links bear on their choice biographies; and how the interface of community 
dynamics and macro-structural conditions of the host society shape their aspirations and 
life-FKDQFHV 3HUKDSV PRUH LPSRUWDQWO\ HYHQ OHVV LV NQRZQ DERXW KRZ µ('#)*"+,¶
practices and racial prejudice in the host country discursively position Somali young 
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people within the hegemonic social relations in the wider society. Furthermore, 
discourses around these young people appear to conflate their problems with those of 
their community. There is a complete absence of linking problems Somali young people 
face to the more contemporary youth problems and it is this gap that I intend to address 
in my research. In many respects, the study is both timely and crucial. It is timely in that 
with the majority of the Somalis arriving in the UK in the early 1990s, the first cohort of 
the second-generation of this emerging community have either reached the school-
leaving age and left school or are already into their further or higher education. This 
research focuses on the changes this community is undergoing in the diaspora, the 
challenges it faces as well as the reproduction of pre-migration social practices within it 
and the role of such community relations in the ways Somali young people engage with 
educational and career opportunities. More specifically, the research will focus on the 
following three inter-related questions: 
 
1. How do Somali young people construct their educational and career 
aspirations and engage with the educational opportunities available to 
them?  
2. How do issues of identity and belonging and the dynamics of the Somali 
diaspora community shape these processes of construction and 
engagement? 
3. What can community organisations, schools and policymakers do to 
support the post-16 transitions of Somali young people better? 
1.2 Thesis structure 
Having provided the background to this research, the rest of this chapter will define the 
key concepts used in this thesis. Chapter 2! presents an extensive discussion of the 
literature relevant to the topic and distinguishes four theoretical perspectives pertaining 
to the formation of aspirations: age-related discourses, structural perspectives, the role 
of human agency and subjectivity, and finally the role of contextual factors with a focus 
on analytical frameworks offered by social capital. The thrust of the chapter is to argue 
that these four perspectives aUH QRW RQO\ WRROV IRU PDNLQJ VHQVH RI \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
construction of choice biographies, but also represent distinct dimensions of the ways in 
which young people construct their choice biographies. Chapter 3!outlines the adopted 
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research approach and provides the rationale for the methodological choice made. It 
discusses epistemological, ontological and methodological considerations, while also 
explaining and justifying the research design, the data collection tools and strategies for 
the data analysis.  
 
These initial chapters are followed by the empirical Chapters 4 to 8 that present the data 
analysis. Chapter 4 introduces the context of the researched community and also 
extends some of the ideas introduced in Chapter 1 by providing a detailed empirical 
analysis of accounts by community workers. The overarching aim of the chapter is to 
set out the community context within which Somali young people construct their 
educational and career aspirations, their identities and belonging. It discusses the 
resettlement trajectory of the Somali community in the UK and delineates key definers 
of that process, including the historical context of pre-migration narratives of the 
community as defined by civil war, social organisation, post-migration experiences and 
the paradoxes that shape community relations in the host country. This contextualisation 
of the researched community is continued in Chapter 5, where I discuss the ways in 
ZKLFK 6RPDOL \RXQJ SHRSOH GLVFXUVLYHO\ SRVLWLRQ WKHPVHOYHV LQ WKH µKRVW FRXQWU\¶ I 
have put host society between inverted comas because it has different meanings to first 
generation immigrant parents and their second generation children. Focusing on the 
mediating role of social relationships, translational links and the level of incorporation 
into the host society, I differentiate three overlapping manifestations of this new 
diaspora identity: circumstantial, Muslim and multicultural. I describe these three ways 
of self-identification as the %"$&-(*"&$'"(+. of identity, and argue that these different 
categories represent different degrees of this identity.  
 
Identity shapes how one engages with opportunity structures in that it underpins the 
choices one makes in life. Against the backdrop of the discussion presented in Chapters 
4 and 5, I continue the discussion by turning to the ways in which Somali young people 
engage with the education process in Chapters 6, 7 and 8. In these chapters I 
differentiate three categories or strategies of approaching educational and career choice-
making: idealistic choosers, contingent choosers and contextual choosers. In Chapter 6, 
I discuss WKHFDWHJRU\RIµLGHDOLVWLFFKRRVHUV¶ZKRVKDUHWKHRYHUDUFKLQJWKHPHRIpro-




their actions and choices are driven by family biographies. I suggest that this pro-
HGXFDWLRQDWWLWXGHSDUWO\UHSUHVHQWVWKHµLPPLJUDQWGUHDP¶RIWKHSDUHQWJHQHUDWLRQDQG
the self-betterment objectives which underlie the process of migration. The pro-
education #$/"'0& is also an expression of the increasing role which education has 
recently come to play in the Somali migrant community. A third factor in the pro-
education #$/"'0& I distinguish is the role of age and agency and in this context I 
suggest that the pattern of positive attitude towards education is reflective of the lack of 
lived experiences of the Somali young people.  
 
Chapter 7 highlights a second strategy young people deploy for engaging with their 
choice biographies that LVµNHHSLQJRSWLRQVRSHQ¶. I call young people in this category 
µFRQWLQJHQF\FKRRVHUV¶DQGI differentiate three dimensions associated with their choice 
strategy, namely the role of family cultural capital; the deployment of contingency 
planning as a way of managing risks associated with contemporary youth transition; and 
WKHWHQGHQF\WRUHVRUWWRWKHµLPPHGLDF\RIWKHSUHVHQW¶DVDZD\RIPDQDJLQJFULWLFDO
decision moments. The third and last category of the way in which young people go 
about their choices is one that is informed by critical reflection on the possibilities in the 
employment market. I discuss this strategy in Chapter 8, where I outline how the 
process of educational and career choice-making varies gradually from idealistic to 
realistic self-positioning. I argue that changes reflect the fact that the choices are not 
static, but evolve over time as young people continually revise their plans and 
reflectively make adjustments. This changing pattern of aspirations appears to reflect 
the age, experience and agency of the young person, because meaning-making is 
associated with life stage. Another key point discussed in this chapter is that the agential 
connotations of, and assumptions underlying, µDVSLUDWLRQ¶RUµFKRLFH-PDNLQJ¶VWUDWHJLHV
do not always give an accurate account of the processes these strategies represent. 
Educational outcomes are in the end contextual and shaped by the prevailing 
opportunity structures. The final Chapter 9 of the thesis draws together the key findings 
from the research and the analytical framework presented in Chapter 2. It also discusses 
the policy, practical and theoretical implications of this research for understanding the 
social mobility of the Somali community in more general terms as well as for 
understanding Somali young people in other similar countries and in light of these 




1.3 Defining aspiration, choice-making and expectation 
Educational and career choice-making is one of the most problematic decisions to make 
for the developing young person. In their final year of compulsory education they 
expect, and are expected, to work towards achieving grades for their school leaving 
exams, which facilitate their progression into further education and beyond. Transition 
to post-compulsory education presents an opportunity for them to exercise individual 
choices of not merely choosing a whole new set of subjects, but also and more 
importantly, whether they want to remain in education. The process of educational and 
career choice-making has become ever more complex, for it involves meticulous 
exploration of the opportunities, that is, striking a balance between individual 
biographies, capabilities, interests and the opportunities available (Furlong, Woodman 
and Wyn, 2007). Compounded by the contemporary unfavourable youth labour market 
conditions, choice-making has become ever more critical. The process of making career 
choices in the current context of the competitive labour market has become ever more 
complex for young people for two reasons. First, transition to the world of work has 
changed considerably, because of technological innovations, the introduction of flexible 
working hours, which has attracted more women, and the de-industrialisation of the 
British economy (Archer, 2002; Bradley and Devadason, 2008; White, 2007). These 
structural changes to the organisation of the labour market have rendered the transition 
trajectories for graduates, let alone school-leavers, ever more daunting. Choice-making 
is, therefore, increasingly becoming inevitable and all the more important. Elster (1989) 
DUJXHVWKDWLWLVSUHFLVHO\EHFDXVHRIXQFHUWDLQW\WKDWSODQQLQJLVQHFHVVDU\IRUµZLWKRut 
uncertainty we might not even want to plan for the future at all¶ (p. 38). The paradox is 
WKDW IRU VRPH \RXQJ SHRSOH WKLV YHU\ µXQFHUWDLQW\¶ LV WKH UHDVRQ ZK\ WKH\ SRVWSRQH
planning their lives. Second, contemporary arrangements of the labour market and the 




*LGGHQV  DUJXHV WKDW µGDLO\ OLIH ZRXOG EH LPSRVVLEOH LI ZH GLGQ¶W HVWDEOLVK
routines, and even routines which are nothing more than habits cannot be wholly 
RSWLRQDO WKH\ZRXOGQ¶W EH URXWLQHV LIZH GLGQ¶W DW OHDVW IRU ORQJLVK SHULRGV RI WLPH
SODFH WKHP HIIHFWLYHO\ µEH\RQG TXHVWLRQ¶ S  %HFN  SXWV WKLs necessity to 
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PDNH OLIH FKRLFHV VXFFLQFWO\ µWKH RSWLRQ RI QRW GHFLGLQJ LV WHQGLQJ WR EHFRPH
impossible¶ (p. 116). However, despite the critical importance of the formation of an 
educational and career choice process, young people often have only vague ideas of the 
educational and employment opportunities open to them upon leaving compulsory 
schooling (White, 2007: 1697KHLGHDRIµFKRLFHELRJUDSK\¶LVDQLQWHJUDOSDUWRIWKH
late-modernity discourses within which young people are expected actively and 
reflexively to construct their identities through life choices (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991; 
Dwyer and Wyn, 2001). That is, educational and career choice-making is increasingly 
EHFRPLQJDQHVVHQWLDOSDUWRIHYHU\GD\OLIH)RUFDUHHUSOD\VDFHQWUDOUROHLQSHRSOH¶V
lives because of its ramifications for other domains of life and it also impacts on the 
TXDOLW\ RI OLIH EHFDXVH µRFFXSDWLRQV VWUXFWXUH D ODUJH SDUW RI SHRSOH¶V HYHU\GD\ OLIH¶
(Bandura et al., 2001: 187). In general, whether it concerns choosing exam options at 
school leaving age, or educational pathways for post-16, or contemplating what to study 
at university, educational choice-making is no longer optional, but obligatory and has 
attracted the attention of educational researchers, sociologists, economists and 
psychologists (White, 2007).  
7KH GHILQLWLRQ RI DVSLUDWLRQ DQG LWV UHODWHG FRQFHSWV RI µFKRLFH-PDNLQJ¶ DQG
µH[SHFWDWLRQµ LV XVXDOO\ IRXQG ZLWKLQ WKH DJHQF\VWUXFWXUH GHEDWH WKDW GHILQHV WKH
contours of much educational research. A number of critical observations can be made 
about the definitions of these concepts in the agency/structure discourses. First, the 
GHSOR\PHQW RI WKH WHUP µFKRLFH¶ E\ ERWK SROLF\PDNHUV DQG UHVHDUFKHUV KDV EHHQ
criticised for implying an active role on the part of the individual and thereby evoking a 
FHUWDLQOHYHORIDXWRQRP\DJHQF\DQGFRQWURORYHURQH¶VGHVWLQ\&KRLFH-making is too 
DPELWLRXVDWHUPDFFRUGLQJWR%DOOHWDOµLWWKUHDWHQVDOOVRUWVRIWKHRUHWLFDO
and methodological difficulties, because if it is not handled with care it evokes the 
assumption of free agent¶. It also presupposes the existence of accessible options while 
ignoring the power dynamics in society. Regarding this, aspiration has been high on the 
agenda in major government policies aimed at improving the participation of 
marginalised communities in the higher education system (Burke, 2006). Similar 






a kind of formal equality that obscures the effects of inequality¶. This is problematic 
because the perceptions of opportunities and construction of self-image are one thing, 
the reality of achieving oQH¶VOLIHDLPVDUHTXLWHDQRWKHUIRUWKHUHDOLVDWLRQRIDPELWLRQV
involves external factors over which not every individual has control. For example, 
alternatives open to school-leavers immediately after leaving compulsory education are 
limited both in scope and in nature. In scope, because options for them are 
disappointingly restricted to choosing between staying-on and dropping-out, while 
competition for young graduates in the labour market is similarly fierce. In this respect, 
there is nothing optional DERXW µFKRLFH-PDNLQJ¶ VLQFH LW RIWHQ FRQFHUQV µUHDOLVDEOH
IXWXUHV¶Ball, MacRae and Maguire, 1999: 214) that is, choosing the possible, in which 
case it might not be classified as a choice -)*. &) EXW UDWKHU DV µDYLUWXHPDGH out of 
QHFHVVLW\¶Bourdieu, 1984).  
 
Aspirations and choice behaviour may be mediated or driven by young people as 
rational agents engaging reflectively with choices, but educational outcomes are 
determined by prevailing opportunity structures or are mediated by normative 
expectations emanating from societal processes. Clearly, many actions that pass as an 
individual choice are best mediated through interaction with others or are even arrived 
at by default. Choice-making in educational settings is a multidimensional process, 
where structural forces have a defining impact and these come in various forms. The 
concept of opportunity structure (Roberts, 2009) offers a good example, for as Furlong, 
Biggart and Cartmel (1996: 552 DUJXH LW µLV XVHIXO LQVRIDU DV LW SURPRWHV D JUHDWHU
awareness of the existence of powerful constraints which shape the experiences of 
social groups¶. Here it is suggested that aspiration is inextricably bound up with self-
image (Bandura et al., 2001; Gottfredson, 20026LQFHµLGHQWLW\¶LVVRFLDOO\HPEHGGHG
DVSLUDWLRQ LV VLPLODUO\ QRW IUDPHG E\ LQGLYLGXDO GLVSRVLWLRQV DORQH LW UHIOHFWV RQH¶V 
social and ethnic background. One can thus argue that young people choose careers that 
are compatible with their self-concept. Choice-making and its related notions of 
aspiration and expectation are, then, shaped through social processes. 
 
From the foregoing it is apparent that career choice-making is both conceptually and 
practically a complex process. Conceptually, it is closely associated with a range of 
other key sociological and psychological concepts, including: attitude, ambition, 
interest, aptitude, values, norms, outlook, expectations, opportunity structures and social 
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relations. It is practically complex because the processes these concepts represent 
operate through a nexus of relations at the level of the individual, family, 
neighbourhood and nationally. Moreover, individual dispositions, such as resilience, 
motivation, ambitiousness and ability, interact with socially constructed characteristics, 
such as class, gender, µrace¶, sexuality and disability. Certainly, how the interaction of 
these factors pertains to the formation of career aspirations differs for different social 
groups, and more so for individuals, and in addition this interaction is also spatially and 
temporally embedded (Furlong et al., 1996). Thus, Jacobs et al. (1991: 613) contend 
WKDW µDVSLUDWLRQV DUH QRW VLPSO\ IRUPHG DV SDVVLYH UHVSRQVHV WR WKH H[SHFWDWLRQV DQG
injunctions of others; they involve an active, experiential, conscious, calculations¶. For 
-DFREV HW DO µDVSLUDWLRQV UHIOHFW DQ LQWHUHVWLQJ mixture of societal and personal 
LQIOXHQFHV¶ SRIZKDW LV WKHQRUPZKLFKKDYHVSDWLDODQG WHPSRUDOGLPHQVLRQV
because the norm is context-dependent. Spenner and Featherman (1978) define 
DVSLUDWLRQDV µJRDO-setting behaviour in an environment (field) of personal values and 
subjective probabilities for success in attaining the goal in question¶ (p. 375). Career 
choice-making, then, can be described as a process of identifying options, developing 
plans of action and assessing the probabilities of achieving desired outcomes within the 
constraints of opportunity structures.  
The conceptual connection between career aspiration (a desired outcome) and choice-
making (process, means) needs to be separated out. Aspiration entails a sense of aiming 
to achieve a desired goal and, as will be argued later, it is often associated with the 
IDFWRURIµDJH¶RUJURZLQJ-up, and diminishes with maturation. Choice is informed by 
aspiration; in other words, it is an enactment of aspirations (a desired future). However, 
this is not the only way young people manifest their aspirations and in some cases even 
actual choice-making does not follow these. Likewise, educational choice-making is not 
the same as the formation of career aspirations. Some choices are active, others reactive, 
DJDLQ RWKHUV DUH GHIDXOW FKRLFHV IRU DV (OVWHU  DUJXHV µSUHIHUHQFHV XQGHUO\LQJ
choices could be shaped by constraints¶ (p. vii). Like Bourdieu (1977), Elster proposes 
WKDWµFKRLFH¶LVQRWDQHQDFWPHQWRIDVSLUDWLRQDGHVLUHGLGHDORXWFRPHEut precisely 
its opposite, i.e. an internalised objective reality.  
 
Choice and aspiration, then, are the two sides of the same phenomenon in that both 
terms refer to life goals. Choice is a reflection and an enactment of aspiration, but not 
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every choice is an enacted aspiration -)*. &), just like aspiration does not necessarily 
lead to an active choice. Aspiration does sometimes inform immediate choice, but 
sometimes some choices are arrived at through no active choice (choices by default). 
Moreover, choices made alter subsequent aspirations. Interaction between these two 
phenomena means that the formation of aspiration is never static, but a dynamic process 
that is formed gradually and, regardless of its realisation, is often long term oriented. By 
its nature, expression of aspiration does not always reflect what is realistically possible, 
but what is desirable. Closely associated to aspiration and choice-making is the notion 
RI µH[SHFWDWLRQ¶ 7KLV UHIHUV WR WKH OLNHO\ DQG HQYLVDJHG RXWFRPH EDVHG QRW RQO\ RQ 
interest, but more importantly on ability, whereas aspiration refers to an ideal career 
LGHQWLW\ FRPSDWLEOH ZLWK RQH¶V VHOI-concept. One final point about the differences 
EHWZHHQ WKH WZRFRQFHSWVRIµDVSLUDWLRQ¶DQGµH[SHFWDWLRQ¶ LV WKDW WKHIRUPHUUHIHUV to 
what people want to happen, while the latter pertains to what people think will happen 
DQGLVUHDOLVWLFDOO\µDFKLHYDEOH¶Baird, Burge and Reynolds, 2008; Portes and Rumbaut, 
2001). In such a situation, the notion of choice, like that of expectation, reflects what is 
realistically feasible. However, what these notions share is that they are interlinked 
through a process-product relationship and each has implications for the other. That is, 




$ VHFRQG WKHPH RI WKLV VWXG\ LV µLGHQWLW\¶ DQG LWV UHODWHG FRQFHSWV RI µUDFH¶ DQG
ethnicity. Identity is illusive, multifaceted and difficult to define (Bauman, 1996; 
Brubaker and Cooper, 2000; Hall, 1996; Jenkins, 2008). The elasticity, multiplicity and 
DPELJXLW\ RI WKH WHUP µLGHQWLW\¶ LV FDSWXUHG LQ %UXEDNHU DQG &RRSHU¶V  
GHVFULSWLRQ ZKHUH WKH\ DUJXH WKDW µ³LGHQWLW\´ µWHQGV WR PHDQ WRR PXFK ZKHQ
understood in a strong sense), too little (when understood in a weak sense), or nothing 
at all (because of its sheer ambiguity)¶. For the purpose of this study, it is seen to be a 
relational concept that is considered in terms of similarities and differences in the sense 
that the very sameness entails difference (Hall, 1996; Jenkins, 2008). It is to do with 
recognising strangers from non-strangers and this recognition forms the basis for an 
inclusion/exclusion problematic constitutive of identity itself and its related ideas of 
community and citizenship (Hall, 1996). Identity is not merely an attribute one acquires 
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or simply claims, for it FDQDOVREHDµVLJQLILHU¶DVVLJQHGE\RWKHUVLQGRPLQDQWSRVLWLRQV
(Hall, 1996). One can contest or embrace assigned identities, or have claimed identity 
either sanctioned or rejected by others and as such, it entails a complex process of 
negotiation in a nexus of minority/majority power dynamics. With this perspective, 
identity is to a large extent constructed through discourse, and like any socially 
FRQVWUXFWHGUHDOLW\LHµUDFH¶DQGHWKQLFLW\LVSURGXFHGDQGUHSURGXFHGWKrough social 
GLVFRXUVHV $UFKHU DQG )UDQFLV  GHILQH GLVFRXUVH DV µUHIHUULQJ WR VRFLDOO\
organised patterns/frameworks of language, knowledge and meaning¶ (p. 26). Identity 
thus involves more than the presumed attributes it signifies (Brubaker, 2004; Brubaker 
and Cooper. 2000;!Gewirtz and Cribb, 2008; Gewirtz and Cribb, 2009; Jenkins, 2008). 
Related to identiW\ LV WKH LGHD RI µUDFH¶ 7KLV KDV EHHQ GLVFUHGLWHG DV D ELRORJLFDO
category (Fenton, 2003; Hall, 1996; Maisuria, 2012; Modood, 2005), for as Gannett 
(2004) argues, becDXVHµJHQHWLFYDULDELOLW\LVVWDWLVWLFDOO\GLVWULEXWHGDFURVVWKHVSHFLHV
HVVHQWLDOLVWLGHDVDERXWµUDFH¶QRORQJHUKROG¶ S*DQQHWWH[SODLQVWKDWµUDFH¶LV
WKHUHIRUH QRW DELRORJLFDO EXW µDQ LGHRORJLFDO FRQFHSW LQYHQWHG LQ WKH ODWH-eighteenth 
century and deployed to justify the exploitation of the colonised by the coloniser¶ (p. 
325). Nevertheless, the term continues to feature in the literature on educational 
research, but its deployment is now mainly based on its political meaning. Some argue 
WKDW WKH WHUP µHWKQLFLW\¶ LV DQRWKHU PHDQV RI FRQWLQXLQJ ZLWK WKH LGHRORJLFDO DQG
RQWRORJLFDOSUHFHSWVXQGHUO\LQJµUDFH¶WRH[SODLQGLIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQGLIIHUHQWµUDFLDO¶
JURXSVRUFRPPXQLWLHV7KDW LV µUDFH¶DQGHWKQLFLW\DUHRIWHQXVHGLQWHUFKDQJHDEO\Ds 
analytic categories in the discourses around the educational outcomes of social groups, 
but these notions clearly have different meanings. According to Fenton (2003), the idea 
RI HWKQLFLW\ µLV D JDWKHU-all term that refers to the social construction of descent and 
culture and the meanings and implications for classification systems built around them¶ 
(p. 3, 6). 
Identity can be conceptualised as a source of liberation and inspiration, which can be 
deployed as an instrument for achieving certain ends either by those who identify or by 
those who are identified (Brubaker, 2004; Hall, 1996; Loury, Modood and Teles, 2005). 
In this conceptualisation, identity is similar to ethnicity, which according to Loury et al. 
(2005), is deployed as capital. According to Hall (1992), the term ethnicity refers to an 




QR H[LVWHQFH DSDUW IURP LQWHUHWKQLF UHODWLRQV¶ Cohen, 1978: 389). However, the 
development of identity in contemporary times is not passive, for as with aspiration it 
entails a GHJUHHRIDJHQF\%DXPDQVWDWHVµWKHKXERISRVWPRGHUQOLIHVWUDWHJ\LV
not identity building, but avoidance of fixation¶ (p. 24). That is, much as dominant 
institutions discursively position young people, depending on time and space young 
people actively construct multiple identities (Archer and Francis, 2007). There is a 
continuous interaction between their human agency and educational institutions 
(structural) and the normativity found in social relations. As Modood (2005) argues, 
ethnic identity is not necessarily limited only to participation in cultural practices. A 
case in point here is the second-generation young people of immigrant parents who 
despite the decline in their participation in cultural practices (i.e. language, religion, 
PDUULDJH VWLOO UHWDLQ µDOOHJLDQFH¶ S  7KLV FRQWLQXDWLRQ RI DOOHJLDQFH SHUKDSV
UHSUHVHQWVWKHSROLWLFDOGLPHQVLRQVRIHWKQLFLW\DQGµUDFH¶LQWKHVHQVHWKDWSHRSOHUHVRUW
to these categorisations as a way of demanding recognition and partly as a response to 
µ('#)*"+,¶SUDFWLFHWKH\IDFHIURPWKHPDMRULW\SRSXODWLRQ 
The way young people engage with opportunity structures partly depends on their sense 
of identity and belonging, which in turn is shaped by social relations within their 
community networks. From this perspective, identity can be conceptualised in the 
FRQWH[WRIWKHµSROLWLFVRIUHFRJQLWLRQ¶Fraser and Honneth, 2003) and in its relations to 
time and place (Hall, Coffey and Williamson, 1999). Frazer and Honneth discuss the 
intricate relationship between seeking recognition and redistribution, pointing out how 
difficult it is to reconcile the ends of these two strategies. It can be argued that people 
associate their sense of self-image with their geographical belonging as found in the 
discourses around citizenship. Depending on their duration in the host country and their 
links with the country of origin or descent, immigrant communities and their children 
assume different identities. Accordingly, identity shapes the ways in which young 
people from immigrant communities exercise their citizenship rights and engage with 
RSSRUWXQLWLHVLQWKHµKRVWVRFLHW\¶RULQWKHLUFRXQWU\RIGHVFHQW,GHQWLW\LQWKLVUHVSHFW
can better be understood in its relation to belonging both to a cultural group and a 
geographical area.  
In the literature, the concept of identity is also often used together with the concept of 
µEHORQJLQJ¶ Bell, 1999) and sometimes interchangeably, but for the purpose of this 
study, I make an analytic distinction between the two concepts. While identity is more 
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DERXW µEHLQJ DQG EHFRPLQJ¶ Jenkins, 2008: 97 EHORQJLQJ UHIHUV WR KRZ WKLV µEHLQJ
and becRPLQJ¶ UHODWHV WR VSDFH DQG SODFH DQG LQ WKH ZRUGV RI +DOO  
XQGHUJRHV µFRQVWDQW WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶. It also entails dimensions not included in the 
GHILQLWLRQRILGHQWLW\VXFKDVµIHHOLQJDWKRPHDQGIHHOLQJVDIH¶Valentine, Sporton and 
Nielsen, 2009: 244). Moreover, while identity refers to membership of a community, 
belonging is more geographical in the sense that it refers to bounded territory like states 
(Yuval-Davis, 2006). This said, with the penetration of social media in our daily lives, it 
could be argued that people can belong to an entity that is not geographically bounded, 
but is virtually connected and the same can be said about the role of faith in connecting 
people beyond physical boundaries. This implies that the idea of who we are or want to 
be draws its meaning from our shifting sense of belonging to space and place. 
According to Yuval-'DYLV EHORQJLQJ LQYROYHV DQ µHPRWLRQDO LQYHVWPHQW DQG
DWWDFKPHQW¶ WR D JHRJUDSKLFDO ORFDWLRQZKLFK SUREDEO\ FDQ EH FRQFHSWXDOLVHG DV µWKH
UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ ORFDWLRQ DQG LGHQWLILFDWLRQ¶ Yuval-Davis, 2006), and as such, 
extends the meaning of the idea of identity from its social to its geographical 
connotations. With this perspective, the enactment of a certain identity is not 
coterminous with belonging. So, as noted earlier, Valentine et al. (2009) argue that 
while the Somali young people they studied enact a Danish identity, they do not feel 
they belong to DeQPDUN EHFDXVH RI µWKHLU UDFH DQG IDLWK¶ (p. 244). These authors 
contrast this identity/belonging discrepancy in Denmark to the UK situation, where they 
DUJXHµLPPLJUDQWVHQMR\UHODWLYHIUHHGRPWRGHILQHWKHLURZQLGHQWLWLHVDQGIRUPWKHLU
own communities¶. Valentine et al. (2009) show how the enactment of racial and faith 
identities define the feeling of belonging of immigrants in their adapted countries. 
$FFRUGLQJWR3RUWHVDQG5XPEDXWµUHIXJHHJURXSVWHQGWRUHFODLPDVWURQJ
self-identification, defined more by the continuity with their own past than by a 
defensive response to events in the present environment¶. Displacement entails that 
geographical belonging among communities of refugee backgrounds is more complex 
than among voluntary immigrants. This difference has implications for the processes 
underlying their transnational links and their engagement with the opportunities in the 
host country. 
Despite the fact that identity is a subjective self-positioning, it nonetheless has an 
objective bHDULQJ RQ SHRSOH¶V VRFLDOPRELOLW\ ,Q OLQHZLWK/RXU\ HW DO  VRFLDO
PRELOLW\ LV IRU WKH SXUSRVH DW KDQG GHILQHG DV µWKH GHJUHH WR ZKLFK LQGLYLGXDOV DUH
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affirmed by others as equal partners in the community¶ (p. 2). This way of approaching 
social PRELOLW\ LV IRU /RXU\ HW DO FORVHO\ UHODWHGZLWK WKH LGHDV RI µUHFRJQLWLRQ¶ DQG
µVRFLDO FLWL]HQVKLS¶ DQG QRW QHFHVVDULO\ ZLWK VRFLDO FODVV RU HFRQRPLF VWDWXV 7KLV
reading of identity within the context of social mobility and citizenship has, according 
to van Houdt et al. (2011: 423), D VWURQJ µSROLWLFDO SURJUDPPH¶ LQ WKDW FLWL]HQVKLS LV
XVHGDVDQLQVWUXPHQWIRUµPDQDJLQJSRSXODWLRQ¶ 
7KHFRQFHSWRIµLGHQWLW\¶DQGLWVDVVRFLDWHGWHUPVRIµUDFH¶DQGHWKQLFLW\UHPDLQUHOHYDQW
for the study of young people¶V DVSLUDWLRQV EHFDXVH WKH GHYHORSPHQW RI FDUHHU
aspirations is to a significant extent a reflection of their self-image, belonging, group 
PHPEHUVKLS DQG FLWL]HQVKLS $FFRUGLQJ WR /RXU\ HW DO   µLQGLYLGXDOV RIWHQ
make choices on the basis of perceived groups averages¶)RU/RXU\HW DO µUDFLDODQG
ethnic groups are not just fictive categories, but real in that they harbour real institutions 
WKURXJKZKLFKUHVRXUFHVDUHKRDUGHGDQGGLVWULEXWHG¶SDQGKDYHLPSOLFDWLRQVIRU
what Modood (2005) cDOOV WKH µDVVHUWLRQ RI SROLWLFLVHG HWKQLFLWLHV¶ S  )RU
instance, the ways in which the identity of minority youth is talked about in the public 
domains plays a crucial role in defining their educational outcomes and in sustaining 
social inequalities. That is, in school settings the negative stereotyping or lower teacher 
expectations, which some minority ethnic youth experience, often lead them to take on a 
particular learner identity, which alienates them from positive engagement with 
schooling (Archer and Francis, 2007; Modood, 2004). Thus, the discursive construction 
of identity involves a complex process of negotiation between partners with unequal 
powers. It is in this sense that, in addition to being a signifier, identity can also be a 
discursive tool, which can be deployed to stereotype and perhaps even oppress certain 
groups. Identity, then, is a double-edged sword that can be used to stereotype certain 
groups or as a source of liberation, aspiration and self-SULGH7KHFRQFHSWRIµLGHQWLW\¶LV
FUXFLDOEHFDXVH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFDUHHUDVSLUDWLRQVDUHSDUWO\DUHIOHFWLRQRIKRZWKH\VHH
themselves and partly of how they are seen by others. With respect to this, Sporton, 
Valentine and Nielsen   FRQWHQG WKDW µWKH VRFLDO LGHQWLW\ DVVLJQHG WR WKHP
may compete or clash with a personal and learner identity they claim to achieve at 
school¶. The way young people engage with opportunity structures partly depends on 
the quality of their social relations within their community networks. 
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1.5 Defining community 
Much like the development of aspiration and identity (and their related notions), the 
idea of community is defined through social relationships. But what is a community, 
and how is it related to aspirations and identity? Like many sociological concepts it is 
contested (Amit and Rapport, 2002; Bauman, 2001; Blackshaw, 2010; Brint, 2001; 
Cohen, 1989; Lee and Newby, 1983). According to Lee and Newby (1983: 57), 
µFRPPXQLW\FDQEHVHHQDVDORFDOVRFLDOV\VWHPDQGDVDW\SHRIUHODWLRQVKLSRUDVD
sense of identity¶. Along the lines of Tonnies distinction of 2)3)"+&4#$5'. and.
2)&&)6&4#$5'1. &RKHQ  FRQWUDVWV WKH LGHD RI µFRPPXQLW\¶ IRXQG LQ WUDGLWLRQDO
societies with the abstract meaning it has taken in modern day industrial ones, where it 
LVµWKDWHQWLW\WRZKLFKRQHEHORQJVJUHDWHUWKDQNLQVKLSEXWPRUHLPPHGLDWHO\WKDQWKH
abVWUDFWLRQZHFDOOµVRFLHW\¶¶ (p. 15). In contemporary times the idea of community is a 
ORJLFDOH[WHQVLRQRI WKHµVRFLDOPRELOLVDWLRQRIVKDUHGGHVFHQWDQGFXOWXUHGHVSLWH WKH
IDFW WKHVKDULQJRIWKHVHDWWULEXWHVDUHTXHVWLRQDEOH¶Fenton, 2003: 3-4). This view of 
FRPPXQLW\ VKDULQJ TXHVWLRQDEOH DWWULEXWHV FRPHV FORVH WR $QGHUVRQ¶V WKHVLV RI WKH
µLPDJLQHGFRPPXQLW\¶Anderson, 1983) in which he lays out how through the printed 
medium, among other things, the idea of the nation emerged along with its associated 
QDWLRQDOLVP FDXVLQJXQFRQQHFWHGSHRSOH WR FRPH WR VKDUH µLPDJLQHG¶ FRPPRQDOLWLHV
+RZHYHUGHVSLWHWKLVVRFLDOFRQVWUXFWHGQHVVRIFRPPXQLW\WKHUHLVDOZD\VWKHµGDQJHU
of over-FRQFUHWLVLQJ¶ZKDWit really entails (Fenton, 2003: 4). As Modood (2005) argues, 
µPLQRULW\HWKQLFLW\LVIRUYLVLEOHPLQRULW\JURXSVQRWDFKRLFH¶ (p. 406). 
 
Thus, in its contemporary usage, the idea of community transcends ethnic and racial 
boundaries and could include professional groups within ethnically defined ones, as 
well as people sharing some kind of practice, ideology, history, interest, etc. 
Community embodies identity in much the same way aspiration embodies, or is 
embodied, in identity. In other words, there is an overlap among these concepts, and the 
LGHD RI FRPPXQLW\ FUHDWHV WKH FRQWH[W ZLWKLQ ZKLFK \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V LGHQWLW\ DQG
aspiration are developed. Although the development of these phenomena cannot be 
reduced to community processes alone, the idea of community nonetheless symbolises 
SHRSOH¶VH[LVWHQFHJLYLQJPHDQLQJDQGFRQWHQWWRWKHLUVHOYHVCohen, 1989). As such, 
it is closely associated with identity, belonging and citizenship. Identity is one of the 
many attributes of community, while the geographical dimension of the idea of 
community lays bare the assumption that once they leave their native countries, 
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immigrants and their descendants automatically form a minority group from the 
perspective of the majority population they join. It is the presence in a host society in 
the diaspora that gives the community for people of immigrant backgrounds its 
meaning, not only because the taken-for-granted dimensions of shared culture, history, 
language and nation in the originating country are all challenged in the host country, but 
also because of the politics of recognition (Fraser and Honneth, 2003; Modood, 2007).  
 
Diaspora entails transnationalism, which in turn encompasses multiple geographical 
belongings, thus suggesting some form of cultural and geographical distance from the 
country of origin or descent accompanied by an emotional link with that country (Brah, 
1996; Wahlbeck, 20027KHWHUPµGLDVSRUD¶KDVQRZEHFRPHZLGHO\LQFRUSRUDWHGLQWR
the discourses around the Somali immigrant community. For, because of their large 
number, involvement with the dynamics in the home country and their transnational 
networks, those in exile are now referred to in this way (Kleist, 2008). The Somali 
equivalent for diaspora is 70*/(8!((, ZLWK WKH ZRUG µ70*/(¶ RULJLQDWLQJ IURP WKH
Arabic µJKDUHHE¶ meaning a stranger; and µMRRJ¶, which is a Somali word for sojourn. 
70*/(8!((,, then, refers to those estranged from their native country and because of 
their role in the dynamics in the originating country, either through financial or through 
knowledge remittances, or through political engagement, the 70*/(8!((, community 
has become an established transmigrant community with profound influences on these 
dynamics.  
!
The deployment of the idea of community is important because, in addition to the nexus 
RI FODVV µUDFH¶ HWKQLFLW\ DQG JHQGHU IRU PHPEHUV IURP UHIXJHH and ethnic minority 
communities, contextual factors and immigration biographies shape how they relate to 
citizenship in the host society. Indeed, one cannot talk about the educational aspirations 
and outcomes of young people of ethnic minority backgrounds without making 
UHIHUHQFHWRWKHVHFRQFHSWVµUDFH¶µHWKQLF¶RUHYHQµFRPPXQLW\¶DQGWKHLUGHULYDWLYHV
It is essential because it functions not only as a frame of reference, but also as a source 
of inspiration for the development of identity ± inspiration and aspiration. In this sense, 
WKH LGHD RI FRPPXQLW\ IXQFWLRQV LQ %RXUGLHX¶V WHUPV DV D µILHOG¶ RU DV WKH FRQWH[W
ZLWKLQZKLFK \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V SHUVSHFWLYHV EHFRPH VKDSHG ,W IXQFWLRQV DV D UHVRXUFH
from which young people derive a sense of self-esteem, security, belongingness and 
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µVWUDWHJLFDOO\SRVLWLRQWKHPVHOYHVLQUHODWLRQWRRWKHUV¶Gewirtz and Cribb, 2009: 138). 
However, the problem is that the use of these terms is usually ethnocentric and their 
deployment more often WKDQ QRW LV PDGH ZLWK UHIHUHQFH WR µYLVLEOH¶ HWKQLF PLQRULW\
JURXSV 7KXV 0RGRRG   SRLQWV RXW WKDW WKH WHUP µHWKQLFLW\¶ µZDV LQLWLDOO\
introduced as a description of non-White Anglo Saxon Protestants while in the UK it 
was mainly used to refer to non-whiteness. This ethnocentric deployment of these terms 
implies that the majority ethnic group in these countries is de-ethnicised, de-racialised 
and de-communitised. Consequently, this uncritical use of the terms maintains the status 
quo of marginalisation, stigmatisation and pathologisation, rather than making explicit 
salient µRWKHULQJ¶ assumptions underlying their deployment, which according to Jensen 
UHIHUVWR WKHSDWKRORJLVLQJGLVFRXUVHWKDWµUHOHJDWHVHWKQLFPLQRULW\JURXSVWRD
subject position as others¶ (p. 65). 
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Chapter 2: L iterature Review 
2.1. Introduction 
This chapter presents a detailed discussion of four theoretical perspectives pertaining to 
the development of career aspirations that will inform the analysis in subsequent 
chapters. The first section draws on literature related to the factor of age (both in its 
GHYHORSPHQWDODQGVRFLDOGLPHQVLRQVLQZKLFKLWLVDUJXHGWKDWFKLOGUHQ¶VDVSLUDWLRQV
FKDQJH ZLWK WKHLU DJH DQG OLIH VWDJH DQG WKDW DV WKH\ JURZ ROGHU µWKH LQGLYLGXDO-in-
coQWH[W¶ WDNHV SUHFHGHQFH RYHU FKLOGKRRG LPDJLQDWLRQV GUHDPV DQG PRWLYDWLRQV
Discussion of the structural dimensions of aspirations will be presented in the second 
section, whereas in the third, I turn to the literature on the role of human agency in the 
construction of aspirations. In the last section, I focus on the extant literature on the 
experiences of young people from immigrant and minority ethnic communities by 
presenting a fourth dimension of career choice-making, i.e. the role of social capital 
discourses and related notions of culture, ethnicity and identity in creating the context 
for the ways in which these young people engage with education.  
2.2 Age-related dimensions of aspiration 
Quite often, talking about the development of career aspirations in the educational 
domain involves talking about children, adolescents or young people. This general 
statement is based on the assumption that the factor of age is so central to the 
understanding of the development of aspirations, because irrespective of their social 
origin or gender the individuals in question are first and foremost children. Adolescence 
is a critical period for young people, because they undergo substantial changes, some 
biological and physical, others psychic and social (Sugarman, 2001), and these changes 
in personal development continue into early adulthood, bringing with them changes in 
identity (Arnett, 2000; Strauss, 1962). According to Arnett (2000), the period of 
emerging adulthood is marked by leaving the parental home, starting intimate 
UHODWLRQVKLSVILQDQFLDOLQGHSHQGHQFHDQGPRVWLPSRUWDQWO\DOVRWKHµWKHH[SORUDWLRQRI
identity in the area of work, love and worldview¶ (p. 473). Due to the changes 
accompanying adolescence, it could be described as a period for exploring possibilities, 
meaning and purpose in life (Damon, Menon and Cotton, 20037KHWHUPµDGROHVFHQFH¶
HQWDLOV D SHULRG LQ WKH OLIH VWDJH RI WKH µEHFRPLQJ¶ \RXQJ SHUVRQ WR SUHSDUH KLP RU




entailed in the developmental sense of childhood/adolescence where the position of 
FKLOGUHQ LQ WKH IDPLO\ LV IUDPHGDV µGHSHQGHQWV¶ DQG µVRFLDOO\ LQFRPSOHWH¶ Bourdieu, 
1984). In this sense, the term is inevitably embroiled with values that emanate from the 
way in which society is organised. Young people are expected to be educated and 
progress to work; they are seen as requiring guidance around planning their futures, and 
simultaneously are expected to develop the necessary competencies to be able to deal 
effectively with the adult world of work.  
 
According to Arnett (2000), emergent adulthood is a period when young people start to 
make serious choices about their lives, during which the formation of identity, an 
essential part of young SHRSOH¶V OLYHV DOVR WDNHV SODFH -RQHV DQG :DOODFH 
GHVFULEH \RXWK µDV WKH SURFHVV RI GHILQLWLRQ DQG IUHH GHILQLWLRQ D QHJRWLDWLRQ HQDFWHG
between young people and their families, their peers and institutions of the wider 
VRFLHW\¶ FRQWHQGLQJ WKDW WKHGHILQLWLRQRI WKH WHUP µ\RXWK¶KDV FKDQJHGRYHU WKHSDVW
KXQGUHG \HDUV S  .H\ WHUPV RI WKHLU GHILQLWLRQ LQFOXGH µGHSHQGHQFH¶
µLQGHSHQGHQFH¶µOHJDODJHRIPDMRULW\¶PLQRUDQGFLWL]HQVKLSULJKWV,QDVLPLODUYHLQ
9DOHQWLQHGHILQHVµµ\RXWK¶RU\RXQJSHRSOH>DV@WKRVHDJHGEHWZHHQVL[WHHQDQG
twenty-five¶ S 6R WKH WHUP µ\RXQJ SHRSOH¶ WKHQ UHIHUV WR ERWK WKH ODWWHU SDUW RI
adolescence and early adulthood. Moreover, the duration of adolescence has changed 
over history and also varies across societies (Brannen and Nilsen, 2002; Lesko, 2012; 
Morss, 1996). These differences are reflected in the provision of education and in the 
ways in which the labour market is organised. The changes young people experience 
during their adolescence and early adulthood, to some degree, reflect the societal 
H[SHFWDWLRQV RI WKHP 7KDW LV DJH LV ERXQG XS ZLWK WKH FRQFHSW RI µUROH¶ ZKLFK LV
assigned to the becoming young person through primary socialisation (Musgave, 1974). 
+HQFHRQHZD\RIGHILQLQJµ\RXQJSHRSOH¶LVWRGUDZRQµDJH¶DQGWKHUHODWHGFRQFHSW
of life course. Consequently, one might argue that the term, young people, or its 
associates, youth and adolescence, are largely defined within social processes as much 
as they are defined in developmental terms.  
 
$VVRFLDWHG ZLWK WKH WHUP RI DJH LV WKH FRQFHSW RI µOLIH FRXUVH¶ ZKLFK XQOLNH
chronological age, refers to the socially constructed dimensions of age (Elder and 
Rockwell, 1979; Jones and Wallace, 1992; Valentine, 2003). Jones and Wallace argue 
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WKDWµ\RXWK¶LVQRWRQO\GHILQHGLQFKURQRORJLFDOWerms, but equally importantly also in 
institutional terms. Through the curriculum schools administer what is referred to as 
µDJH-DSSURSULDWHNQRZOHGJH¶DQGLQVRGRLQJGHILQHµWKHFRJQLWLYHVWUXFWXUHV¶RI\RXQJ
people (Bourdieu, 1984: 468$FFRUGLQJWR%RXUGLHXµSHRSOH¶VFRJQLWLYHVWUXFWXUHVDUH
internalised embedded social structures agents draw on for making sense of their 
experiences¶ (p. 468) and through socialisation processes, society sets different roles to 
different age groups. For example, the age of sixteen in the UK is a defining stage not 
necessarily just because of its chronological significance, but also because of the 
institutional arrangement of education, i.e. that children from a legal perspective are no 
longer required to be school bound. In other words, what is expected from different age 
groups is defined and sanctioned through social practices (Aapola, 2002; Lesko, 2012; 
Lippmann, 2008; Morss, 1996).  
 
However, developmental milestones, such as making GCSE choices, transition to post-
16, passing the age of minimum wage, or entering into marriage, are not only reflections 
of the norms, values and expectations of a prevailing socioeconomic context. There are 
agential dimensions to these processes. One key dimension of age in relation to children 
and young people is, for example, the development of identity in its broadest sense: 
learner, career and personal identities. That LV WKH TXHVWLRQ RI µZKR GR , ZDQW WR
EHFRPH"¶ LV PRVW SUHVVLQJ GXULQJ WKLV VWDJH DQG ZLWK DJH FKRLFH-making strategies, 
perception of structural factors and the meaning of their influences change. Of course, 
age has underlying cognitive and biological processes, but similarly the social and 
LQVWLWXWLRQDOGLPHQVLRQVDVGLVFXVVHGHDUOLHUVKDSH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHELRJUDSKLHV 
 
Research suggests that the ways in which these age cohorts define their situations, 
experience their daily lives and interact with the outside world are age-related, but the 
role of age is often marked by complexities (Baird et al., 2008; Dornbusch, 1989; Elder 
and Rockwell, 1979; Gottfredson, 2002; Stokes and Wyn, 2007). This complexity is 
related to the tension between the view that aspiration is essentially developmental, i.e. 
that it changes with maturation, and the view that it is socially and contextually shaped 
(Furlong and Biggart, 1999). While developmental psychologists argue that aspiration is 
essentially developmental, sociologists of education suggest that, because age is more 
than a chronology of years, aspiration is mediated thorough a range of social and 
institutional practices. Most commentators agree that aspiration changes over time. 
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However, in the sociological literature its developmental (i.e. age-related) dimensions 
are often neglected in favour of its sociological oQHVVXFKDVFODVVµUDFH¶DQGJHQGHU
(Brooks, 2005: 55) or in favour of its individual dispositions, such as academic abilities 
RUZKDW%DQGXUD FDOOV µVHOI-HIILFDF\¶ Bandura, 1995). In situations where the role of 
age is acknowledged, it tends to be represented more in descriptive rather than in 
analytic terms. This neglect is perhaps a response to the assumption that the very 
GHSOR\PHQWRIWKHWHUPµDJH¶FRQIODWHVWKHLQQDWHLQGLYLGXDOGULYHIRU self-actualisation 
on the one hand, and the normativity of social expectations, on the other (Stokes and 
Wyn, 2007). The neglect can perhaps also be related to the fact that any analytical 
deployment of age for the study of aspirations is the business of developmental 
psychologists. Against this background, I begin this literature review by focussing on 
the role of age as an analytical tool in making sense of the changes in the choice-
biographies of young people. I then go on to discuss how these changes are related to 
their growing up, not so much because of the chronological/developmental dimensions 
of age, but because it has socially or institutionally constructed dimensions (Aapola, 
2002; Jones and Wallace, 1992; Wyn and Woodman, 2006)..
9(4"$6.%"3)+&"(+&.(5.$,).
In their study of occupational aspirations of a 13-16 years old cohort, Furlong and 
%LJJDUW  IRXQG WKDW µLGHDV IRUPHGDURXnd aspirations in early childhood remain 
IDLUO\FRQVWDQWLQWRDGXOWKRRG¶DQGFRQWLQXHE\!VXJJHVWLQJWKDWµIRUVFKRRO-leavers the 
relationship between expectation and aspiration is stronger than that between social 
background and aspirations¶ (p. 29). According to Furlong and Biggart (1999), 
aspirations are formed in early childhood, often mediated by story books or television 
VFUHHQVDQGUHPDLQXQFKDQJHGXSWRWKHDJHRIVL[WHHQS7KH\FRQFOXGHWKDWµWKH
period of compulsory education is associated with a radical rethink of occupational 
future¶ (p. 24) and that the relationship between expectation and aspiration are close for 
children in secondary education (p. 25). Kao and Tienda (1998) make similar 
observations of the changing patterns of aspiration. They argue that, with time, 
aspirations change from the more abstract to the more concrete, reflecting the level of 
lived experience of the schooling process and the world of work.  
Strong self-HIILFDF\ UHLQIRUFHV \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V IHHOLQJ WKDW WKH\ FDQ DFhieve their 
expected outcomes. Moreover, the sense of being in control, the expectation and the 
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optimism that underpin aspiration tend to increase with maturation, particularly during 
adolescence and early adulthood. However, this may decline when a middle-aged 
person realises that his or her chances of promotion is in part subject to external factors 
(Furlong and Biggart, 1999). Gottfredson (1981) argues that at age fourteen young 
SHRSOHEHJLQ WR µRULHQW WR WKHLU LQWHUQDOXQLTXe self, develop personal interests, values 
and competencies as new tools of making sense of themselves and of others¶ (p. 555). 
Anderson et al. (2005) found no clear differences between different age groups from the 
age of twenty, while other studies show that differences between expectations and 
aspirations decrease with maturation (Hegna, 2013; Jacobs et al., 1991). Jacobs et al. 
explain the drop in aspiration in terms of its dynamic nature, arguing that high early 
aspirations embody normative expectations which are subject to the dynamics of social 
changes, but not a static product of early-life socialisation (p. 628).! 
In addition to its developmental dimensions, age has social dimensions, which are cast 
LQDQXPEHURIGLVFRXUVHVLQFOXGLQJµUROHWKHRU\¶GLVFRXUVHVRILGHQWLW\DQGGLVFRXUVHV
of life course (Elder and Rockwell, 1979; George, 1993; Jones and Wallace, 1992). This 
movement iVPHGLDWHGE\ZKDW(OGHUFDOOVµDJHJUDGHGVRFLDOWUDMHFWRULHV¶Elder, 1995: 
48). Like identity, aspiration is developmental and hence fluid, incomplete and ongoing 
(Stokes and Wyn, 2007), whereby as children grow older their conception of the world 
changes. Characteristic of their conception is a high level of aspiration (perhaps over-
expectation), conviction of own efforts and a strong feeling of being in control over 
their destiny. It also appears from the literature that these characteristics have 
developmental dimensions, because clearly there is a limit to what the becoming young 
person can anticipate (Baird et al., 2008; Ginzberg, et al., 1951). 
I suggest that the factor of age shapes life trajectories in three interrelated ways. First, 
the evolving nature of aspirations is closely related to the construction of identity and 
self-image and is thus also embodied in the biological growing up process. In the 
developmental perspective, it is held that as young people mature their perceptions 
change, because the socioeconomic context in which they make decisions takes on a 
different meaning for them. This change is in part a response to the associated social 
expectations and the role they assume in society. In formulating their career aspirations, 
young people are initially driven by individual biographies, which are partly 
embodiments of age-related perspectives, but also aspiration is often celebrated as an 
individual matter. This is to be understood within the aims of education as leading to 
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self-actualisation. Young people by their sheer age are bound to entertain ambitious 
expectations, because despite its perceived individualised nature career aspiration has 
both social and contextual dimensions. However, while the strength of the age (i.e. 
ELRORJLFDODUJXPHQWLQWKHIRUPDWLRQRIDVSLUDWLRQVLVWKDWLWWUDQVFHQGVFODVVµUDFH¶DQG
gender differences, it loses its explanatory relevance because it is often subordinated to 
the sociological interpretation.  
7KHVHFRQGIDFWRUUHJDUGLQJDJHLVWKDW\RXQJSHRSOH¶VGHYHORSPHQWRIFRQFUHWHFDUHHU
plans is constrained by lack of lived experience. Consequently, they entertain idealistic 
aspirations early in their lives, driven by unbound imagination and much of their life 
plan is an extension of the present into the future (Anderson et al., 2005). Young people, 
particularly those in their adolescence, have the tendency of seeing themselves as 
XQLTXHEXWDVWKH\JURZROGHUGHYHORSPRUHFRQVFLRXVQHVVRIWKHLUFODVVHGµUDFLDOLVHGµ
DQG SHUKDSV HYHQ µFROOHFWLYLVHG¶ RU JURXS LGHQWLW\8QGHUSLQQHGE\ WKH OLPLWDWLRQV RI
age, children tend to overestimate their knowledge and capabilities, but underplay their 
shortcomings. One might argue that due to their limited knowledge and experiences 
children do not and perhaps even cannot, anticipate implications of their choices for 
their futures. Since the meaning aspiration makes to the young people has a 
developmental dimension (Baird et al., 2008), it can be contended that in early 
childhood it is often driven by abstract imagination, that is devoid of lived experience. 
Life experience forms the basis for younJ SHRSOH¶V µHQJDJHPHQW ZLWK WKH ZRUOG¶
Dewey, cited in Winch and Gingell (1999: 92); for making sense of it. And hence young 
SHRSOH¶VZD\VRI HQJDJLQJZLWKHGXFDWLRQEHFRPHVKDSHGE\ WKHH[SHULHQFHVRI WKHLU
daily encounters wLWK WKHµLPSHUDWLYHVRI OLIHVLWXDWLRQV¶Elder, 1975: 171), and these 
life experiences moderate the over-ambitiousness which characterises adolescence 
(Flammer, 1995: 86). 
Third, the deployment of µDJH¶ IRU PDNLQJ VHQVH RI \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V H[SHULHQFHV LQ
biological/developmental terms has some resonance with arguments about naturalness 
and linear progression (Lesko, 1996). This assumption of linearity is perhaps related to 
the fact that, as Stokes and Wyn (2007: 497- DUJXHµWKHVRFLDODQGGHYHORSPHQWDO
processes of age are conflated¶. Much of the rationalisation of the school curriculum is, 
indeed, based on this assumption. In reality, much as school to work transition, or 
transition into adulthood for that matter might appear to progress linearly, for the 




of biological and social development rest on normative assumptions about the nature of 
\RXQJSHRSOH¶VOLYHV¶DQGLQSUDFWLFHWKLVLVRIWHQQRWWKHFDVH7KDWLV\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
transition onto different paths (education, employment or leaving the parental home) is 
circular with many twists and turns, for as they develop through different life stages 
their preferences constantly change. Rarely do young people naturally progress or 
diligently follow childhood aspirations, because of the influences of a multitude of 
structural factors and the role of human agency. 
:+&'"'0'"(+$6.%"3)+&"(+&.(5.$,);.)$*6<.4#"6%#((%.$+%.4#("4).%)-)+%)+4<)
The passage through the life course, then, is as much institutionalised as it is socialised 
(Bourdieu, 1984; Jones and Wallace, 1992; Wyn and Woodman, 2006), but these 
practices may possibly cohere with some underlying developmental processes. 
$UJXDEO\ WKH VRFLDO DQG LQVWLWXWLRQDO SUDFWLFHV LQ GHILQLQJ \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V FKRLFH
biographies are not as arbitrary as they seem, for children have to reach a certain 
cognitive maturation stage to be able to make critical life choices. It, however, remains 
unclear when this cognitive maturation stage ends. By the same token, one cannot 
confuse a child with an adult; yet despite the arbitrariness of the differentiated 
categories, most commentators agree that the adolescence and emerging adulthood are 
SHULRGV LQ \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V OLIH FRXUVH IXOO RI XQFHUWDLQWLHV LQ SDUW EHFDXVH RI WKH
impending assumption of full adult roles and responsibilities. In any case, cognitive 
maturation is often associated with adulthood, and beyond this stage talking about age 
in its developmental sense loses much of its relevance. It is substituted by lived 
experience with structural forces, access to relevant social capital and possession of 
cultural or human capital in shaping the construction of aspirations and affecting the life 
chances of individuals. It is partly the fuzziness of the boundary between adolescence 
DQGDGXOWKRRGWKDWUHQGHUVWKHWHUPµ\RXQJSHRSOH¶GLIILFXOW WRGHILQH4XLWHRIWHQWKH
differentiated categorisation could be described as arbitrary, and it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to distinguish between youth and adult (Stokes and Wyn, 2007; 
Valentine, 2003). 
 
Consequently, while the influence of age is clear across different life stages, it is 




be explained by the fact that growth and development come in degrees. As suggested 
earlier, age-related dimensions of aspiration are not only for the sociologists of 
HGXFDWLRQGLIILFXOWWRGHILQHEXWWKHGHYHORSPHQWDOSV\FKRORJLVWVWRRUHPDLQµLPSUHFLVH
on how developmentaO SURFHVVHV OHDG WR SUHIHUHQFHV RU FKRLFH SRLQWV¶ 3U\RU DQG
Taylor, 1989: 104). However, looking at age through an institutional lens, key decision-
moments can be seen as institutionalised, whereby age-appropriate developments are 
linked to how society and social institutions are arranged. For example, one of the first 
FULWLFDO MXQFWLRQV LQ D \RXQJ SHUVRQ¶V OLIH LV GHFLGLQJ ZKDW WR GR DIWHU FRPSOHWLQJ
compulsory schooling at the age of sixteen, whereby school-leavers are presented with 
the opportunity to either consolidate or abandon tentative choices made before their 
school leaving exams. Upon leaving compulsory education, Foskett and Hemsley-
Brown (2001: 3) report that young people in the UK considering further education 
become overwhelmed by around 15,000 courses offered in the UK further and higher 
HGXFDWLRQV\VWHPOHDGLQJWRGLYHUVHFDUHHUVDQGRFFXSDWLRQDOµODQGVFDSHV¶)RVNHWWDQG
Hemsley-Brown, 1999). At this age, they are no longer legally required to be in 
education, but are socially expected to make critical choices about their futures (Taylor, 
2005). Sixteen is too young an age for any young person to make sensible decisions, but 
PDNLQJHGXFDWLRQDODQGFDUHHUFKRLFHVLVLQWRGD\¶VVRFLHW\DQLQHOXFWDEOHDFWLRQ7KDW
is, despite the recognition thDWµWKHLQGLYLGXDOPDNLQJVXFKFKRLFHLVDQDGROHVFHQWVWLOO
GHYHORSLQJ ERWK LQWHOOHFWXDOO\ DQG HPRWLRQDOO\¶ XQIRUWXQDWHO\ WKH\ PDNH RU DUH
H[SHFWHG WR PDNH FULWLFDO GHFLVLRQV µDW D WLPH ZKHQ WKH\ DUH LOO-ILWWHG WR GR VR¶
(Ginzberg et al., 1951: 6-7). 
The role of age is in this respect indirect in that it is represented in the practical 
implications of early choices for later life through the logic of choice-dependency. 
According to the choice-dependency perspective, career decisions are consequential not 
only because decisions made cannot be reversed, but also because of the psychological 
commitments they engender. Such a view is based on the fact that choices by definition, 
even if made by others, are consequential. In fact, as Thomson et al. (2002: 340) point 
RXW µFKLOGUHQKDYH OLWWOHFRQWURORYHU WKHFKRLFHV WKHLUSDUHQWVPDNH\HW WKH\KDYH WR




Furlong and Cartmel (1997: 6) compare choice-making in educational domains as like 
boarding a train, claimiQJ WKDW µRSSRUWXQLWLHV WR VZLWFK GHVWLQDWLRQV RWKHU WKDQ
GLVHPEDUNDUHOLPLWHG¶RQFH\RXQJSHRSOHVHWRXWRQWKHLUFKRVHQSDWKZD\V1RWRQO\GR
WKH\GHYHORSGHSHQGHQF\RQ WKHLUHDUOLHUFKRLFHVEXW WKH\DOVR µGHYHORSDIILQLW\ZLWK
their fellow passengers and become aware of their common experiences and 
destinations¶. In such a situation, individual efforts to affect destinations other than to 
µGLVHPEDUN¶ RU WKURXJK FROOHFWLYH DFWLRQ EHFRPHPRUH RU OHVV LPSRVVLEOH WR EULQJ WR
fruition. Although this metaphor overstates the choice-dependency implications of 
childhood choices, the point it makes is the paradoxical implication of the notion of 
FKRLFHLWVHOIZKLFKLQWKHZRUGVRI(OVWHUFDQEHVXPPHGXSDVµZHDUHIUHHWRFKRRVH
RXU FRQVWUDLQWV¶ (OVWHU  Yii). Choices made at school-leaving age are often 
LUUHYHUVLEOH µFRQVHTXHQWLDO¶ *LGGHQV  DQG FRPH ZLWK SV\FKRORJLFDO
commitments, which can become self-serving in that they trigger dependency. 
According to Polanyi and Prosch (1975: 4), choices once made take on different values 
VLPSO\ µEHFDXVH ZH KDYH FKRVHQ WKHP¶ ZKLFK LQ WKH UHDOP RI HGXFDWLRQ DQG FDUHHU
makes the cost of (re)training too high. This paradoxical choice-dependency situation 
(the freedom to choose dependency on choice) does not sit well with the more intrinsic 
nature of aspiration, which as suggested earlier, is subject to changes often at key 
µGHFLVLRQPRPHQWV¶ WUDQVLWLRQ IURP VFKRRO WR IXUWKHU HGXFDWLRQ DQG VXEVHTXHQWO\ WR
higher education. Choice-dependency theory reinforces the understanding that 
aspiration is shaped gradually through social/institutional processes and that educational 
trajectories are arranged in such a way that they exclude each other. Arguably, because 
of the way the provision of education is institutionally organised, one cannot simply 
turn back halfway through chosen educational pathways without emotional, 
psychological and even financial setbacks.  
Since choices underlying the process of aspiration are by implication consequential, the 
role of the factor of age in this process is then both developmental and social: 
developmental in the sense of the limited capacity to make sense of social processes and 
social in that aspiration is mediated through the socialisation of children by their 
primary carers, professionals and peers. The factor of age is clearly bound up with the 
role of parents in the primary socialisation processes, whereby early socialisation 
LQIRUPVD\RXQJSHUVRQ¶VDWWLWXGHVWRZDUGVRSSRUWXQLWLHV)RUH[DPSOHSDUHQWVSOD\DQ
important part in thLV SURFHVV WKURXJK WKHLU UROH LQ WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V HDUO\ VFKRROLQJ LQ
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WHUPV RI VFKRRO FKRLFH VHH *HZLUW] HW DO  7KLV LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ RI FKLOGUHQ¶V
development of interests within the context of their family processes is a major theme in 
the theories of socialisation (more of this follows in the next section).  
With the choice-dependency view, it is suggested that career aspirations are rooted in 
early childhood (Bandura, 2001; Freeman, 1993; Furlong and Biggart, 1999; Thomson 
et al., 2002; Foskett and Hemsley-Brown, 1999; Jacobs et al., 1991). Bandura et al. 
(2001: 187) posit that although socio-contextual influences play a significant role in the 
FRQVWUXFWLRQRIDVSLUDWLRQVHDUO\FKLOGKRRGH[SHULHQFHVDQGFKRLFHVµVKDSHWKHFRXUVH
of lives and which aspects of their potentials people cultivate, and which they leave 
undeveloped¶. The view that early childhood experiences define transition into 
adulthood and into career trajectories has two implications. First, it calls into question 
the dynamic nature of aspiration by representing it as merely static and determined in 
HDUO\FKLOGKRRG&KLOGUHQ¶VFKRLFHVDVVXJJHVWHGHDUOLHUXQGHU WKHFKRLFH-dependency 
view, as the reduction of their capacity to choose to mere biological immaturity, 
conceals the complexity of the choice process and consequently presenting choice in 
this way, runs the risk of reducing biographies of adolescence to mere childhood 
experiences. Second, given the argument that children have to live with the 
consequences of the decisions of adults in their lives (parents or professionals), 
explaining transition processes in terms of childhood experiences raises awkward 
questions about the existential postulates of aspirations, for it drives the agential role 
and the subjectivities of the developing young person into the background. The latter 
implication will be further discussed later in this chapter. In relation to the former 
concern, it has to be noted that aspiration discourses are premised on the assumption 
that they are by definition dynamic. 
&RQYHUVHO\LWFDQEHDUJXHGWKDWFKLOGUHQ¶VFRQFHSWXDOXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHLUVLWXDWLRQ
FKDQJHV ZLWK PDWXUDWLRQ DQG ZLWK WKHVH FKDQJHV WKH\ µEHFRPH WUDQVIRUPHG¶ ZKLFK
eventually leads to alterations in their choice behaviour (Strauss, 1962: 66). For 
developmental psychologists, these temporal changes are marked by cognitive 
development and emotional maturing. In this view, aspiration is considered 
GHYHORSPHQWDO DQG FRQFHSWXDOLVHG DV D µD VHULHV RI UHODWHG WUDQVIRUPDWLRQV¶ 6WUDXVV
1962: 66), and since it also involves a certain level of planning one can argue that 
children, especially early in their lives, lack the skills required for setting realistic life 
goals (Nurmi, 1991: 28). According to Nurmi, efficiency in planning skills continues to 
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develop up to the early twenties. Aspiration is dynamic, the becoming young person is 
likely to forge new interests, or get their imaginations crystallised into realistic career 
plans. Moreover, it follows that although with maturation children might grow out of 
their initial ambitions, they nonetheless are likely to forge new ones. It is, however, also 
true that for some young people childhood aspirations persist into their adulthood, 
which suggests that, alongside age, individual dispositions of aptitude, abilities and 
perseverance similarly define the ways in which young people plan their life goals. 
More importantly, the continuity of some childhood dreams into adulthood raises 
critical questions about the role of life stage (in its developmental sense) in the 
transition process. 
!
2.3 Structural dimensions of the formation of aspirations 
A second dimension of the process of educational and career aspiration stems from 
macro-VWUXFWXUDO LQIOXHQFHV 7KH FRQFHSW RI µVWUXFWXUH¶ KDV QRW only been one of the 
most frequently used concepts in social science, but also one of the most elusive to 
define (Sewell, 1992: 1). In the following discussion, it refers to the arguments that the 
construction of aspiration iVPHGLDWHGE\µRSSRUWXQLW\VWUXFWXUHV¶Roberts, 1977; 2009). 
$FFRUGLQJWRWKLVSHUVSHFWLYH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHEHKDYLRXUPXFKDVLWPLJKWVHHP
to be a personal matter as upheld by rational choice theory, is strongly structurally 
SDWWHUQHG ,QRUGHU WR H[SODLQ \RXQJSHRSOH¶V FKRLFHEHKDYLRXURQHQHHGV WR FRQVLGHU
the structural aspects of educational provision and its organisation. Central to the 
analytic tools of the structuralist perspective is the deployment of the three key 
VWUXFWXUDOYDULDEOHVRIFODVVµUDFH¶JHQGHUDQGWKHLURYHUODSSLQJGLPHQVLRQV+HUHWKH
received wisdom is that these parameters shape the experiences, performance, 
aspirations and outcomes of young people (Gillborn, 1997). These variables are 
implicated in the power dynamics in society.  
A core argument of the structuralist perspective is its focus on the role that the social 
background of individuals plays in mediating life-chances through existing educational 
or employment opportunity structures. In this view, it is held that individual actions are 
patterned by prevailing societal structures, because people inculcate behavioural 
patterns that accommodate hegemonic assumptions (Alexander, 1984; Blackledge and 
Hunt, 1985; Harker et al., 1990; Lehmann, 1993; Rubinstein, 2001; Sewell, 1992; 
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Willmott, 1999). Explaining social disparities in educational outcomes begins with the 
proposition that opportunities are not equally distributed (Ball, Maguire and Macrae, 
2000; Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997). Some young people, particularly those from 
disadvantaged communities or historically oppressed groups, e.g. black and minority 
ethnic communities and those from working-class backgrounds, fail to live up to their 
SRWHQWLDO 5LVHERURXJK 7KH\ ODFN WKH DSSURSULDWH µFXOWXUDO FDSLWDO¶ Bourdieu, 
1986) to engage with structural forces that constrain their opportunities effectively and 
as a result hardly benefit from social, political, educational and economic opportunities. 
Others have the necessary means, i.e. power and privilege, to affect processes pertaining 
to their lives, and they enhance their privileged position by virtue of their advantaged 
position and hence are more agential. Structural influences come to bear on young 
SHRSOH¶V OLIH FKDQFHV WKURXJK IDPLO\ SURFHVVHV RU WKURXJK LQVWLWXWLRQDO SURFHVVHV WKH
two are interrelated. 
Regarding family processes, a key theme emerging from the literature is that 
explanations for the differential educational aspirations and outcomes in later life can be 
traced back to variations in early socialisation and family strategies (Ball et al., 1999; 
Furlong et al., 1996; Gewirtz, Ball and Bowe, 1995). With this perspective, it is held 
that middle class parents possess a positional advantage by, to say the least, merely 
reinforcing what their children are taught at school or guiding them instrumentally 
through the educational system with which they are, relative to their working class 
counterparts, more familiar. It then follows that while children from better off 
backgrounds are more likely to get on well with their schooling, all children from 
deprived social backgrounds can hope for is just to get by, and not get behind. The 
importance of the family role in educational and career choice-making, although 
probably not visible at the school leaving stage could have been laid iQ WKH FKLOG¶V
primary socialisation. However, it is not only previous decisions at the family level that 
DUHFUXFLDOIRUWKRVHWDNHQE\HGXFDWLRQDOEXUHDXFUDFLHVHTXDOO\VKDSH\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
career aspirations (Halsey et al., 1980: 176). In their transition into adulthood immigrant 
youth are confronted with multiple problems, some of which emanate from their 
ethnicity and migration histories, while others pertain to the prevailing economic, social 
and educational opportunity structures. Studies that explore how structural dynamics 
shape youth transition and intergenerational social mobility emphasise the role of 
educational and social institutions, often in their oppressive forms (Willis, 1977; 
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Bowles and Gintis, 1976). In this view, transitions from school to work for young 
people from working class or ethnic minority backgrounds are often characterised by 
mismatches and disappointments. It is at this transition stage that the crisis for these 
particular young people often starts, whereby it is suggested that schools fail to prepare 
them for further educational or career paths.  
According to the structuralist view, inequality in educational outcomes cannot be 
explained by differences in intelligence, but in terms of the structural factors of racism, 
classism and gender, whereby prejudice, poor teacher expectations and the related self-
fulfilling prophecy, condemn certain sections of the society to poor educational 
achievements and hence, also to poor career prospects (Meighan and Harber, 2007). The 
matter is made more complex by the interaction between schooling and family process. 
There is a substantial body of research showing that families from different social 
backgrounds follow different strategies for engaging with the schooling process (Allat, 
1993; Gewirtz et al., 1995). For example, Gewirtz et al., point out that privileged groups 
strengthen their social position by choosing the best schools for their children. 
Moreover, they effectively guide their children through the education system and by 
virtue of their cultural and financial position are able to exploit structural processes to 
their advantage. The same cannot be said of working-class people, who being materially 
or culturally disadvantaged, are less able or willing to exploit choice-making systems to 
gain social advantage and may disengage from the educational market altogether, thus 
PLVVLQJRXWRQWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WKDWµOHDUQLQJVRFLHW\SROLFLHV¶Tlili and Wright, 2005) 
try to promote and the very outcome liberalisation of the education system is meant to 
bring about. Thus, Bank notes that to understand class differences in school 
achievement better one would have to take into account how children are socialised into 
their family and school settings. He argues that in those early days children develop an 
achieving mindset (Banks, 1971: 109), which they dearly need to succeed in their 
subsequent schooling career. The role that families play in the school career of children 
is a recurrent theme in the social class debate, one well-summarised by Ball et al. (1999) 
DVµLQVWLOOLQJDSDUWLFXODUOHDUQHULGHQWLW\¶LQWKHFKLOG± a view further reinforced by the 
general conception that schools promote the cultural etiquettes of the middle class. In a 




Schooling exerts its structuring influence through family process in subtle ways. 
Casting social inequalities in terms of structural mechanisms, Bowles and Gintis (1976) 
claim that the schooling system favours the powerful and the privileged. For Bowles 
and Gintis, schools, mirroring the hierarchical relationship prevalent in the capitalist 
system of production, instil young people with attitudes concomitant with the prevailing 
socioeconomic structure, and mould their personalities and consciousness accordingly. 
More recently, Hallinan (2001: 57) adopting this reading of structuralism, similarly 
QRWHV WKDW µVFKRROV FKDQQHO GLIIHUHQW OHDUQLQJ RSSRUWXQLWLHV WR VWXGHQWV GHSHQGLQJ RQ
WKHLUDVFULEHGRUDFKLHYHGFKDUDFWHULVWLFV¶DQGSUHSDUHWKHPIRUGLIIHUHQWFDUHHUURXWHV
Hallinan (2001) has distinguished several ways to illustrate how social structures 
impede the educational success of minority groups: effects of social stratification; 
school related factors; teacher expectation, labelling, and the creation of ability groups 
have contributed to the low achievement of black minorities. Rather than eliminating 
social disparities, schools, in this respect, have the unintended consequence of 
strengthening inequalities by favouring those with power and privilege (Bowles and 
Gintis, 1976: 123). These processes then result in the fact that life chances become 
PDUNHGE\GHHSFODVVGLYLVLRQVDQGDµUDFLDO¶GLYLGH5HD\*LOOERUQ 
From a structuralist perspective, particularly a Marxist-oriented one, the marginalisation 
of individuals from underprivileged backgrounds reflects the impact of schooling 
processes, whereby the cultural etiquettes of the privileged middle-class are promoted. 
Those from working class backgrounds fail to benefit from educational opportunities, 
because schools favour those already well-equipped with the required academic 
dispositions or material resources. For the unprivileged groups to realise their 
ambitions, they have to adopt different values and adapt their engagement strategies to 
the hidden curriculum of the schooling process, in other words, renounce their authentic 
selves. In the structuralist view it is held that people from different social classes 
develop different aspirations, not necessarily because of their individual biographies, 
but precisely because of the structural inequalities inherent in the way society and social 
institutions are arranged (Apple, 2000; Ball et al., 1999; Gewirtz et al., 1995; 
McDermott, 1987; Furlong et al., 1996; Willis, 1977). Of course, job opportunities run 
along class lines, with highly skilled jobs still largely dominated by the middle-class, 
while people of working-class backgrounds continue to fill low skilled and low paid 
jobs. It follows, arguably, that the social backgrounds of social and physical location, 
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ethnicity and gender remain crucial independent factors in mediating the development 
of choice biographies (Atkinson and Kintrea, 2004; Lehman, 2004). 
7KXVDFFRUGLQJWRWKHVWUXFWXUDOLVWSHUVSHFWLYHLWLVKHOGWKDWDQLQGLYLGXDO¶VRXWFRPHV
to a large extent, result from structural forces beyond what they, particularly those from 
some socio-cultural groups, can affect. That is, people internalise socially constructed 
realities, such as µrace¶ and class differences, in such a way that, depending on the 
presenting situation, they either submit or rebel, or do both (Willis, 1977). However, the 
cultural explanations approach offers another outlook on differential outcomes for 
GLIIHUHQWJURXSVFDVWLQWHUPVRIDµFXOWXUHRIGHILFLHQF\¶DFXOWXUHRIUHVLVWDQFHVHOI-
marginalising, or in terms of conformism. From the structuralist perspective, it is 
maintained that understanding the aspirations of young people from immigrant 
FRPPXQLWLHV UHPDLQV LQFRPSOHWH ZLWKRXW WKH VWUXFWXUDO YDULDEOHV RI µUDFH¶ FODVV DQG
gender being taken into account.  
For example, the reproduction thesis problematises the view that young people 
innocently make autonomous career choices, for aspirations are viewed as internalised 
perceptions of objective possibilities (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). With this 
SHUVSHFWLYH LW LV KHOG WKDW \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V VXEMHFWLYH SHUFHSWLRQV RI RSSRUWXQLWLHV DUH
shaped by their social experiences through micro-VRFLDO UHODWLRQVKLSV DQG µORFDWLRQ LQ
WKHLU OLIH FRXUVHV¶ Brannen and Nilsen, 2002: 520). Jacobs et al. (1991) note that 
µLQIRUPHGE\ DQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V SDVW H[SHULHQFHV#$/"'0& VKDSHV RQH¶V XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI
both the present and future¶ S,Q%RXUGLHX¶VWHUPVDWWLWXGHVWRZDUGVHGXFDWLRQ
and experiences wLWK WKH HGXFDWLRQ V\VWHP DUH VWURQJO\ UHODWHG WR \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
%"&-(&"'"(+& and their -(&"'"(+& ZLWKLQ VRFLHW\ $FFRUGLQJ WR %RXUGLHX  µHYHU\
established order tends to produce (to very different degrees and with very different 
means) the naturalisation of its own arbitrariness¶ (p. 164). For him, the structural 
LPSRVLWLRQLVUHIOHFWHGLQ WKHGRPLQDQWFODVV¶VVRFLDOLVLQJRIRWKHUPHPEHUVRIVRFLHW\
HJWKURXJKHGXFDWLRQLQWRDGRSWLQJWKHHOLWH¶VYDOXHVDQGQRUPVVRWKDWWKHVHRWKHUV
misrecognise WKHP DV WKHLU RZQ7KH GLVDGYDQWDJHG JURXSV¶ DGDSWDWLRQ WR KHJHPRQLF
norms and values merely serves to reinforce the structural reproduction of the system 
that privileges the already dominant. From this perspective, aspirations result from an 
internalised objective reality. Although this stance may not explain why young people 
of immigrant backgrounds entertain lofty aspirations early in their lives (Warikoo, 
2011), it nonetheless explains the discrepancy between their early over-expectation and 
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subjective aspirations, on the one hand, and the objective outcome of their educational 
careers, on the other.  
It is not, however, only the patterning impact of social structures that is central to the 
ZD\V LQZKLFK WKHFRQFHSWRIµVWUXFWXUDOLVWH[SODQDWLRQ¶RIGLIIHUHQWLDOV LQHGXFDWLRQDO
and career outcomes for different groups is used in this study. This is because culture 
similarly defines social actions. The concept of culture and its role in the construction of 
educational and career identity will be discussed more fully in the last section of this 
chapter, but for the purpose at hand it needs to be pointed out that structure and culture 
are two distinct concepts, neither of which can be reduced to the other. What the 
structuralist explanation refers to is the constraining impact of institutional and 
opportunity structures embodied in prevailing ideologies and the job market (macro-
level factors). Variabilities in youth transition result from processes operating at the 
macro-structural level ± particularly those relating to the dual variables of racism and 
classism. Clearly, discrimination and prejudice negatively impact on the educational 
and career outcomes of certain sections of society (Meighan and Harber, 2007). 
Theories drawing on culture, in contrast, refer to the social pressures emanating from 
norms, expectations and sanctions common among certain social groups (contextual or 
meso-level factors). I discuss these further in Section 2.4.  
The structuralist view does not merely describe how social inequality is shaped by 
macro-level processes, for it also offers ways of critically engaging with these 
processes. For example, some of the theoretical models drawing on structuralism, such 
as the reproduction thesis influenced by the work of Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Passeron, 
1977), have proved instrumental in deconstructing how macro-level structural factors 
pertain to micro-level social processes and define who gets what in such a classed and 
racialised country as the UK. This brings us to the second view on the implications of 
structuralism. Exposing the marginalising effects of institutions and institutionalised 
symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1989), this stance advances the claim that in order to 
realise a more just society, legitimated institutional processes that disproportionately 
disadvantage some groups should be made more accommodating. As Alexander (1984: 
DUJXHVµRQHRIWKHJUHDWDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVRILQVWUXPHQWDOVWUXFWXUDOLVPLVWKDWLWKDV
demonstrated how material deprivation sets limits to individual actions¶. As a result of 
this understanding of how institutions and power relations are bound up with 
maintaining social inequalities, significant changes have been realised in making 
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educational opportunities more accessible to a larger number of people. However, while 
access to educational opportunities has improved remarkably (education is no longer for 
the privileged few), and its take-up by all social groups has dramatically increased, as 
an instrument for closing the gap in social opportunities it still remains largely 
ineffective. Moreover, discrepancies in patterns of intergenerational social mobility 
across socio-cultural groups continue to persist. 
Critics of neoliberal government policy initiatives aimed at improving the life-chances 
of young people agree that despite changes to the provision of education the historic 
typologies of privileged and underprivileged continue to exist in the present day UK 
economy (Bradley and Devadason, 2008; Crozier, 2014; Furlong, 2009; Furlong and 
Cartmel, 2007; Gewirtz et al., 1995; Macrea, Maguire and Ball, 1997). Furlong and 
Cartmel (2007) argue that the division of jobs and job opportunities remains along class 
lines, with high skilled jobs still largely being dominated by the middle class, while 
people of working class backgrounds continue to fill low skilled and low paid jobs. 
Bates (1993), for example, contends that competition in the labour market is becoming 
HYHUPRUH ILHUFH DQG WKDW WKLV FRPSHWLWLRQ µEULQJV ERWK TXDOLILFDWLRQV DQG underlying 
social and cultural attributes more forcibly into play in selection processes, with the 
consequence that the barriers of class and gender are more difficult to overcome¶ (p. 
25). Such continuity of social inequalities partly explains the deep rootedness of 
structural inequalities in the British education system and consequently also in the job 
market. Intergenerational transmission of advantaged or disadvantaged positions is not 
necessarily a reproduction on the part of unresponsive groups, but a reproduction of the 
same basic tenets of the capitalist ideology at the heart of the economy (Croll, 2004; 
Reay, 2001 7KLV SRLQW LV LOOXVWUDWHG E\ *HZLUW]¶V HW DO¶V  REVHUYDWLRQ WKDW
liberalisation of the education system has created more choices for those already able to 
exercise these. A core theme of these arguments is that attempts to make education 
more accessible to all social and cultural groups are not paralleled by improvement in 
employment opportunities.  
As Willis (1977) has indicated in his research, young people of working class 
backgrounds tend to live out the expectations held of them. They often rebel and opt 
themselves out of opportunities, but their actions may not necessarily indicate autonomy 
in the choice-making process. Rather, their actions signify the agential dimension of 
failure, i.e. that young people opt themselves out of social or educational processes so as 
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to show their active involvement in their life choices. Thus one can argue that apathy or 
rebellion are partly actively pursued, but in essence emanate from the structural 
organisation of society. Regarding the latter point, the young might appear to isolate 
themselves, yet the true nature of their isolation is indeed embedded in the prevailing 
SRZHU UHODWLRQVKLSV $V %RXUGLHX DQG 3DVVHURQ   DUJXH µWKH VXEMHFWLYH
expectation of these classes is not independent of the objective probability¶. Similarly, 
in contemporary times it makes a difference for a young person whether they try to 
achieve and fail and assume or conclude that their failure is due to external factors or 
whether they do not try and assume that their failure is a product of lack of choice. This 
is where the reflective role of the agent comes into the equation and I turn to this 
dimension in the following section.  
2.4 Subjectivities of the formation of aspirations  
Theorisations of aspirations have recently seen a shift from - WR XVH:URQJ¶V 
term - DQµRYHU-VRFLDOLVHG¶FRQFHSWLRQRf aspiration, towards a more reflexive approach 
in which identity, subjectivity and the role of human agency take a central role. This 
shift is associated with a number of theoretical developments or conceptual frameworks, 
including poststructuralism, agency and the individualisation thesis found, among 
others, in late modernity discourses (Beck, 1992; Bhopal and Preston, 2012; Evans, 
2007; Giddens, 1991; Heinz, 2009; Tlili, 2007). The shift also involves a more context-
sensitive form of theorising educational differentials which rejects the mechanistic 
approach to explaining inequality in educational outcomes, and instead focuses on the 
DJHQW¶VSUDFWLFDONQRZOHGJHLQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHOLYHGZRUOGDVZHOODVRQWKHIOXLGLW\
plurality and changing nature of the social one (Gewirtz and Cribb, 2003: 69). This focus 
on the role of human aJHQF\LVDQDWWHPSWWRWKHRULVHWKHµFRQWUDGLFWLRQVDQGSDUDGR[HV¶
(Raffo and Reeves, 2000: 148) faced by the developing young person. 
For the purpose at hand, poststructuralism is understood as a theoretical framework that 
focuses on the role of subjectivity, reflexivity, meaning, identity and human agency in 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V µWUDQVLWLRQ EHKDYLRXU¶ Evans, 2007: 86). A focus on 
processes such as globalisation and migration, for instance, bring a different dimension 
to bear on the social reproduction explanations in which the role of human agency is 
driven to the background in favour of the imposing social/structure relations (Gewirtz 
and Cribb, 2003). In this view, it is argued, for example, that individuals respond 
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differently to structural inequalities. As is discussed in the next section, immigrant 
groups, for instance, respond to structural inequalities differently. It is against this 
background that the structuralist approach of explaining differential and career 
RXWFRPHV SURYHV LQVXIILFLHQW RQ LWV RZQ DQG WKXV µD PRUH FRPSOH[ DQG FRQWH[W
VHQVLWLYHHQJDJHPHQW¶*HZLUW]DQG&ULEELVUHTXLUHGZKLFKWDNHVDFFRXQW
of and better conceptualises, the migration and historical narratives of communities not 
traditionally reproduced in stratified European society.  
The development of the poststructuralist theoretical lens is inspired by responses to the 
tendency for the grand theorising of structural arguments (Gewirtz and Cribb, 2003: 
252). While the structuralist perspective offers insightful explanations of the macro-
VRFLDO SURFHVVHV ZKLFK VKDSH SHRSOH¶V SHUVSHFWLYHV DQG ZKLFK WR VRPH H[WHQW HYHQ
define their life chances, it does not fully account for social dynamics at a micro-level, 
and neither does it adequately account for intra-group differences (Gewirtz and Gribb, 
2003; Giroux, 1983). Gewirtz and Cribb (2003), in their critical reading of reproduction 
theory, conclude that its early versions were premised on the idea of grand theorising of 
structural inequalities. These commentators suggest the changing context of society 
calls into question the central tenets of the reproduction model. By contrast, the 
poststructuralist view holds that the individual is not to be seen as a passive recipient of 
external influences, but central to the construction of their own choice biographies.  
Poststructuralism seeks to problematise the collective dimensions of the formation of 
aspirations and instead foregrounds the active role of the individual in writing their 
choice biographies. It raises critical questions about collectivities and the normative 
stance presented in the preceding section. Deconstructing collectivities, it focuses on the 
fragmented nature of youth transition, advancing the perspective that despite the fact 
that the discussions around the formation of educational and career aspirations evoke a 
sense of sequential, structured progression, the construction of aspirations is imbued 
with discontinuities and fluidity. Critical consciousness and subjectivity of the human 
DJHQF\ DUH WKH NH\ GHILQHUV RI SHRSOH¶V GHVWLQDWLRQV QRW WKH UHLILHGPDFUR-structural 
processes, nor the essentialising age-related discourses. Through this human agency 
discourse, it is contended that, like identity, choice has become fragmented and fluid 
because in the contemporary labour market the only thing that is certain is uncertainty. 
Hence, employability has become the daily concern of the critical agent (Moreau and 
Leathwood, 2006). Concern about employability is, by definition, an individual level 
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response to the fast changing labour market in which people need to adjust to the 
globalised demand for particular skills continuously (Evans, 2007). Due to the 
uncertainties in the labour market, young people increasingly tend to resist normative 
social structures, negotiate risks and reflexively construct multiple identities for 
different occasions. 
 
One of the key themes in poststructuralism is the shift of analysis from seeing 
individuals being at the receiving end of structural influences to putting the individual at 
the centre of the analysis as an active agent. This seems to have made way for an 
individualised way of making choices, with group identity and collectivities struggling 
WRKROGWKHLUSODFHLQGHILQLQJSHRSOH¶VVRFLDOPRELOLW\(QJDJHPHQWZLWKWKHHGXFDWLRQ
SURFHVV LV PRUH WKDQ WKH µDFTXLVLWLRQ RI NQRZOHGJH LW LV D GLDOHFWLFDO SUocess of 
FRQVWUXFWLQJDQ LGHQWLW\¶ Avis, 2006: 347) and seeking social justice and recognition 
(Vincent, 2003). In the poststructuralist view, people no longer remain members of 
static communities, but depending on the context, they can join different ones, for 
belonging and identity have become fluid. It is in this context that young people form 
their longer term aspirations and make their immediate choices. Neoliberal policies 
towards the curriculum pursued by conservative governments are geared towards 
individual responsibilities, with education being considered as a commodity, while 
families and their children are seen as consumers (Ball et al. 2000; Gewirtz et al., 1995). 
Liberaralised educational policies are concerned with what Avis (2006: 343) calls 
µLQGLYLGXDOLVDWLRQ DQG VHOI-responsiblisation¶. In this culture of individualism that has 
now become part of late modernity, contemporary young people, regardless of their 
racial or social background, are equally subjected to the whimsical influences of the 
commoditisation of lifestyles (music, entertainment, designer outfits and mass media). 
,QGHHG LQIOXHQFHVRI WKHVHGHYHORSPHQWV WUDQVFHQGFODVV µUDFH¶DQGJHQGHUGLYLVLRQV
and one might even push this view further to suggest that life chances are similarly a 
product of individual efforts. Giddens (1991) argues that choice making in late 
modernity has become fragmented and fluid. It has also become individualised in that 
young people are expected to write their own biographies (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991) 
and consequently, late modernity discourses focus on subjectivity, reflexivity and 
individual biography (Beck, 1992; Evans, 2002; Giddens, 1991). In particular, 
aspiration and choice-making are regarded as intrinsically subjective. Moreover, one of 
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WKH WKHPHV RI WKH LQGLYLGXDOLVW SHUVSHFWLYH LV WKH UROH RI µKXPDQ DJHQF\¶ ZKLFK WKH
social reproduction perspective either ignores or underplays. Giroux (1983), being 
critical of the structuralist tradition, lays out in his resistance theory that working-class 
students consciously choose to disengage from the schooling process. As such, he 
revives the role of human agency, shifting the emphasis away from the structuring 
impact of educational institutions, policies, power inequalities and processes operating 
at the macro-level to explain social inequalities and differences in youth transition. For 
*LURX[ µQHJOHFWLQJ WKH UROHRI WKHKXPDQ DJHQW DQG WKH LPSRUWDQFHRI FRQVFLRXVQHVV
and experience as the primDU\ GHWHUPLQDQWV LQ VKDSLQJ KLVWRU\¶   LV
tantamount to denying the dialectical relationships between structure, culture and agent. 
Drawing attention to these shortcomings, he assigns an active role to human agency in 
µPHGLDWLQJOLQNVEHWZHHQVWUXFWXUDOGHWHUPLQDQWVDQGOLYHGHIIHFWV¶,QWKLV
theory, Giroux not only foregrounds the role of the critical agent in affecting his or her 
destinies, but he also outlines how the complex interaction between culture, class, 
families and schools generates contradictions. Consequently, he suggests that one has to 
ask critical questions about the taken-for-granted structural influences as all-
HQFRPSDVVLQJGHWHUPLQDQWVWKDWUHGXFHWKHDJHQW¶VVRFLDOPRELOLW\WRIDWH 
 
$V%DWHVDUJXHVµKXPDQDJHQF\ is not an entirely malleable resource and people do not 
UHDGLO\ DFFHSW ZKDW WKH\ GHHP WR EH XQGHVLUDEOH¶ %DWHV   EHVLGHV
contemporary labour market conditions have hit young people harder than any other 
social group (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007; Moreau and Leathwood, 2006). Thus, this 
view on human agency suggests that choice reflects something much deeper than 
simply attaining certain outcomes; it is an individual project of self-realisation 
(Giddens, 1991). The human agency discourse, with its emphasis on the role of the 
reflexive agent, recognises that the development of aspirations is not merely determined 
by socialisation or structural influences, but rather, foregrounds the role of the 
individual in writing their own individual choice biographies (Rudd, 1997). Rudd, in his 
review of the theoretical developments of youth studies, argues that socialisation 
WKHRULHV GUDZPXFKRQ µPDFUR-VRFLRORJLFDO SHUVSHFWLYHV¶PDNLQJ OLWWOH DOORZDQFH IRU
subjectivities and individual agency. The shift from a more macro-sociological 
approach to a more micro-sociological one coincided with the increasing youth 






Within the discourse of late modernity old regularities and patterns of youth transitions 
have become ever more complex and unpredictable (Furlong and Carmel, 2007). While 
arguably choices made in the past largely shape future actions, best captured in the train 
DQDORJ\WKDWµRSSRUWXQLWLHVWRVZLWFKGHVWLQDWLRQV¶DUHOLPLWHGLQWKHSRVWPRGHUQZRUOG
LWLVVLPLODUO\DFFHSWHGWKDWµ\RXQJSHRSOHIDFHQHZULVNVDQGQHZRSSRUWXQities¶ (p. 15), 
which make it necessary for them to find innovative ways of dealing with adversities. 
To deal with risks and uncertainties, then, young people are becoming ever more 
concerned about employability than merely developing a distinct career pathway. 
According to Heinz (2009: 400), because the very process of transition implies 
XQFHUWDLQWLHV \RXQJ SHRSOH ZLOO WHQG WR PLQLPLVH WKHVH µE\ DSSO\LQJ ELRJUDSKLFDO
experiences which, however, may create the risk of not being suited to the specific 
situational context¶. This tendency of risk reduction is particularly ever more pressing, 
because in the contemporary youth labour market individual skills and educational 
attainments are crucial in facilitating labour market entry, while the collectivised 
transitions once so central to understanding social reproduction have weakened 
(Furlong and Carmel, 2007: 28). Although this model does not fully explain the lofty 
expectations of young people early in their lives (see Chapter 6), it perfectly explains 
choice strategies young people adopt later in their lives. For, as they accumulate life 
experiences and become familiar with the subtleties of societal power relations, they 
evaluate their probabilities of achieving their desired outcomes and accordingly adjust 
these to what is realistically accessible to them. 
 
The poststructuralist view problematises the distinction between subjective perceptions 
of opportunities and autonomous decision-making (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007) as it 
advances the notion that quite often transition is not necessarily a simple natural 
progression from one stage to the next. That is, it is a fragmented journey characterised 
by risky and critical crossroads with uncertain destinations, best described as a 
continuum, at one end of which, the formation of aspirations is informed by individual 
level factors (i.e. passion and interest), and at the other, by contextual and structural 
factors (i.e. opportunity structures, which refers here to what is realistically and 
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objectively possible). Choice biography is an integral theme of the poststructuralist 
discourses within which agents are expected actively and reflexively to construct their 
identities through life choices (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991). In this view, aspiration is 
conceptualised as an individual responsibility, and young people are portrayed as 
thoughtful, reflexive agents able to write their own choice-ELRJUDSK\/LNH%RXUGLHX¶V
#$/"'0&WKHFRQFHSWRIµFKRLFHELRJUDSK\¶EULGJHVLQGLYLGXDODQGVRFLDOSUHIHUHQFHVRU
individualises social preferences as it foregrounds the role of the individual. 
 
However, according to Furlong and Cartmel (1997), life in late modernity involves 
subjective discomfort and uncertainties that make young people struggle to establish 
adult identities or maintain coherent biographies. They may develop strategies to 
overcome such a struggle, yet their social mobility remains highly structured. That is, 
social class, µrace¶ DQG JHQGHU FRQWLQXH WR EH NH\ GHILQHUV RI \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
experiences and outcomes in a range of life contexts. For, while much has changed for 
them in terms of prolonged dependency, diverse transition routes, expanded educational 
opportunities and unemployment, the social location of the individual still significantly 
defines their life-chances and inequalities patterned by class position still persist 
(Borjas, 1992; Furlong, 2009; Furlong and Cartmel, 1997; Gillborn et al., 2012; 
Lehmann, 2004; Shildrick and MacDonald, 2007). As Giddens (1991) notes, in late 
PRGHUQLW\DJHQWVKDYHORVWWKHLUDJHQWLDOLQIOXHQFHDVµZHKDYHQRFKRLFHEXWWRFKRRVH¶ 
S  *LGGHQV¶V DUJXPHQW LV WKDW FKRLFHPDNLQJ LQGLYLGXDO DV LW PD\ ORRN LV QRW
wholly freed up from the influences of social institutions and hence, not made by 
autonomous agents. A major problem with the poststructuralist view is that it evokes a 
sense of equality in access and in outcome. Clearly, ambitious and idealistic 
expectations driven by the culture of individualisation do not materialise for many. For, 
while educational policies of consumerism and curriculum reform encourage autonomy, 
hegemonic structures of inequality are ever more present in setting limits to what is 
realistically achievable (Ball et al., 2000).  
!
2.5 Contextual dimensions of the formation of aspirations 
To generate further insight into the construction of aspirations, I now turn to the 
literature on ethnic minority young people. I begin the discussion with the general 
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statement that in the sociology of education there is a growing body of work on the 
experiences of young people of minority ethnic communities with the education process 
showing differential outcomes that could not be explained in structuralist terms only 
(Archer and Francis, 2007; Ball, Reay, and David, 2002; Mason, 2003; Modood, 2004; 
Vermeulen and Perlmann, 2000; Warikoo, 2011). This growing body of literature 
represents the emergence of the contextual approach to education and career making, 
which is a response to the more deterministic tones of the structuralist perspectives on 
one side and the anti-essentialist tendencies of the agency discourses on the other. 
Problems facing these young people become pronounced during their transition from 
compulsory education to further or higher education or to the world of work (Archer 
and Yamashita, 2003; Bradley and Taylor, 2004). The question of how best to 
understand differences in educational outcomes and in the way young people engage 
with educational opportunities, has been a central focus of much educational research 
since differentials in outcome and aspirations were first raised as a serious concern in 
the late 1950s (Gillborn, 1997). McDermott puts it succinctly: 
There is a preoccupation among us: Because we claim to offer good education to 
all and because many minority people seem to reject it, we are plagued with the 
TXHVWLRQ RI µ:KDW LV LW ZLWK WKHP DQ\ZD\"¶ RU µ:KDW LV WKHLU VLWXDWLRQ WKDW
VFKRROVHHPVWRJRVREDGO\"¶McDermott, 1987: 361-362)  
These questions have indeed kept educational researchers busy for a long time and the 
need for an alternative explanation for differential educational outcomes among 
minority ethnic young people is more than ever before pressing. Research in both the 
US and the UK has shown that the educational outcomes for different minority ethnic 
youth vary, thus raising serious questions about the limited scope of structuralist 
explanations, on the one hand, and the agential approach, on the other (Bradley and 
Taylor, 2004; Gillborn, 1997; Gillborn et al., 2012; Modood, 2004; Zhou and Bankston, 
1994). That is, the cases of such young people make the deployment of any one 
theoretical perspective problematic. Much has been said about the characteristics of the 
young people from these communities, but the themes that repeatedly feature in this 
particular literature are attitudes, orientations, experiences, aspirations, expectations and 
outcomes. These themes, in conjunction with the dimensions of age, individual 
biographies, family strategies and community processes, define the ways in which these 
young people engage with the educational process.  
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The contextual approach refers to the deployment of meso-level factors including 
family dynamics, community relations, social relationships and migration narratives as 
a way of bridging the analytical gap between the more structural and the more agential 
explanations. The emergence of the contextual approach is also related to the fact that 
research among young people from ethnic minority groups shows variable levels of 
engagement with schooling and differential outcomes. Although social class differences 
in social mobility have remained stable, variability in the intergenerational mobility of 
ethnic minority communities has bewildered educational researchers. Often, Asian 
\RXQJSHRSOHDUHSUHVHQWHGLQHGXFDWLRQDOUHVHDUFKDVDGRSWLQJDµFRQIRUPLQJ¶DWWLWXGH
towards education, while black young people, boys in particular, are often portrayed as 
DµSUREOHP¶JURXSZLWKDQDnti-school culture (Mac an Ghaill, 1991).  
It is argued that however much class differences seem to be static there is a parallel 
process of change, however piecemeal, for society and social relations by their very 
nature are dynamic (Gewirtz and Cribb, 2003; Giroux, 1983). Changes defying social 
class and µrace¶ expectations are well captured in the empirical question of why the 
youth of some ethnic minority communities have better educational outcomes, while 
others succumb to the negative influences of deprived neighbourhoods. A case in point 
is the positive outcomes for some ethnic minority groups, such as Indian and Chinese 
young people. That is, the stories of these groups are prime examples that reflect the 
possibility of group dynamism. The challenge is to identify the specific factors 
underlying such group dynamism and how they, in the words of Niekerk (2000: 196), 
facilitate positive change for some (some push each other up), yet impede the social 
mobility of others (others pull each other down). One such model is one encapsulated 
within social capital thinking (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Croll, 2004; Dwyer et 
al., 2006; Kao and Rutherford, 2007; Lin, 2001; Putnam, 2000), where the facilitative 
role of social networks is considered a major contributor to the variability of social 
mobility among young people from ethnic minority groups. 
Although the more established explanatory models, such as the reproduction thesis 
(structural level factors) or rational action theories (individual level factors), have much 
relevance for making sense of educational outcomes and aspirations of young people 
from immigrant communities, in this research it is argued that to understand the 
aspirations of those from such backgrounds one would need to take into account 
contextual variables, i.e. the historical social practices and pre-migration biographies 
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(Lauglo, 2000; Modood, 2004; Portes and Sensenbrenner, 1993; Zhou, 1997; Zhou and 
Bankston, 1994). Zhou (2005) puts this issue clearly: 
Much of the intellectual debate on ethnic differences is between the cultural 
perspective ± emphasizing the role of internal agency and the extent to which 
ethnic culture fit the requirements of the mainstream society ± and the structural 
perspective ± emphasizing the role of social structure and the extent to which 
ethnic groups are constrained by the broader stratification system and networks 
of social relations within that system. (Zhou, 2005: 131) 
Central to this debate is the contextualisation of the patterns of and processes underlying 
intergenerational social mobility. It is suggested that the social capital model can 
accommodate these processes, for it seeks explanations of social mobility not only in 
terms of the structural inequalities in society, but also at the intersection between 
structural factors and the cultural attributes of a given community. Emphasising soft 
variables, such as social networks, values, norms and relationships that facilitate actions 
of individuals, Coleman argues that social relations matter (Coleman, 1988). Social 
capital, according to him, inheres in social networks, for it involves relationships 
through which vital information is channelled and shared as well as through which 
mutual support is mobilised and, most importantly, group consciousness is informed. 
)RU &ROHPDQ   µHIIHFWLYH QRUPV DUH LQVWUXPHQWDO LQ DYHUWLQJ H[WHUQDO
QHJDWLYH LQIOXHQFHV ZKLFK SODJXHPXFK RI \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V SDUWLFLSDWLRQ LQ HGXFDWLRQ
and employment in contemporary youth subculture¶. Families embedded in what he 
calls closure networks are able to affect positively the transition of their young people 
into adulthood in two ways: first, through intergenerational transmission of aspirations 
and attitudes, and second, through the enforcement of these norms by adults in the 
community. In the former case, his take on the concept is that it is indispensable for 
FKLOGUHQ¶V FRJQLWLYH GHYHORSPHQW ,Q WKH ODWWHU &ROHPDQ DUJXHV WKDW VRFLDO FRKHVLRQ
where members of a given community look out for each other, plays a crucial role in the 
creation of human capital in the developing young person, i.e. it facilitates successful 
transition into adulthood and the taking up of educational and employment 
RSSRUWXQLWLHV=KRXDQG%DQNVWRQ¶VVWXG\RIWKH9LHWQDPHVHLQWKH8.VXSSRUWV




Coleman (1988) uses the concept of social capital particularly in his studies of 
educational underachievement, maintaining that the individual misfortune of people 
with a working-class background is often related to the ineffectiveness of their social 
relationships. According to this view, social capital is an effective substitute for 
financial and cultural forms. In his attempt to explain the educational underachievement 
of different social groups, Coleman studied school dropouts by comparing Catholic 
schools, which he categorised as high in social capital, with public and private schools, 
both of which he categorised as low in social capital. He concluded that dropout rates in 
Catholic schools were much lower than for both public and affluent private schools, 
because they enjoy the kinds of richer social relationships that are more generally found 
in faith-EDVHG VFKRROV ZKLFK KH FRQWHQGV FRPSHQVDWH IRU WKH VWXGHQWV¶ ODFN RI
financial capital. The core of his position is that, irrespective of their material position, 
what members of closed communities enjoy and share is trusting mutual support, which 
is the glue that holds them together. For Coleman, the social structures of close-knit 
communities create the kinds of conditions conducive to the smooth intergenerational 
transmission of values and norms. In this respect, Coleman views social capital as 
enabling, in that it assists the individual to achieve outcomes that are otherwise difficult, 
such as the educational success of children (Coleman, 1988: 98).  
 
While Coleman regards social capital as a democratic good accruable to all regardless 
of their social background, for Bourdieu it is an asset accessible only to the privileged 
who already own other forms (economic or cultural). For Bourdieu social capital is 
interlinked with class structure (Croll, 2004; Field, 2003). As Field (2003: 14) argues, 
%RXUGLHX¶VWKLQNLQJRQVRFLDOFDSLWDOLVSDUWRIKLVZLGHUGLVWLQFWLYHZRUNRQµ#$/"'0&¶
DQG µILHOG¶ LQ ZKLFK KH GLVFXVVHV KRZ social inequality is produced and reproduced 
through differential access to a form of cultural capital that is imbued with the 
prevailing ideology and power structures. Emphasising the structuring impact of social 
structures, Bourdieu sees that social and economic opportunities are significantly 
created and conditioned within the social space one occupies. Although his 
conceptualisation of social capital addresses some of the crucial caveats left by 
Coleman, i.e. class and power relations and ensuing social inequalities, his emphasis on 




the structuralist tradition of sociology with a particular focus on the historical formation 
and development (and to some extent even continuation) of class struggle.  
 
Social capital theory has been subjected to much critical scrutiny (Baron, Field and 
Schuller, 2000; Dika and Singh, 2002; Fine, 2001; Tlili and Obsiye, 2013). For 
example, Fine contends that it offers nothing new as an explanatory tool, and represents 
merely a colonising of existing social science theories. Others, like Morrow (1999), 
point to the normative and ethno-centric tendency of social capital theorising. For, 
Coleman (1988) argues that both large family size and single parenthood have negative 
implications for the acquisition of social capital at a family level, which Morrow (1999: 
753) considers too ethnocentric. According to him, it ignores the existence of different 
family structures, including extended family forms in which family members outside 
the nuclear family have roles to play in raising children. It also implies that 
disadvantaged groups wishing to improve their life-chances should reconsider how they 
engage with social and structural processes. By emphasising the positive role of social 
networking in the educational performance of children, for example, as noted above, 
Coleman seems to suggest that the individual misfortunes of people with a working-
class background are bound up with the ineffectiveness of their social relationships. In 
this respect, social capital at best searches for failures and what people lack and at worst 
states nothing but the obvious ± WKDWVXFFHVVEUHHGVVXFFHVV,QWKLVUHVSHFW&ROHPDQ¶V
deployment of the concept on the basis of its functional utility appears tautological ± i.e. 
that social capital is only identified when and if it works (Lin, 2001: 34).  
 
An important assumption underlying this particular take on social capital theory is the 
existence of harmonious relationships between members of a given minority ethnic 
community. Whilst this view has much credence, the idea of social capital as a network 
of relations where members of a given community can draw on the instrumental value 
of these networks for their personal development has some limitations. To begin with, 
social capital, at least in the way Coleman has formulated it, ignores power dynamics 
within society, for social relations are bound up with power differences and inequalities. 
$FFRUGLQJWR)ROH\DQG(GZDUGVWKHµXVHYDOXH¶RIVRFLDOFDSLWDOGHSHQGV
on awareness of the existence of such social resources, which can be acquired through 
social relationships. Neither the knowledge of the existence of appropriable social 
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resources nor the ability to appropriate these resources is equally distributed amongst 
the different members of the community. That is, some people are more able than others 
WRµFRQYHUWWKHUDZPDWHULDORIVRFLDOUHVRXUFHVLQWRWDQJLEOHVRFLDOFDSLWDO¶)ROH\DQG
Edwards, 1999: 146).  
 
A second weakness of much social capital thinking is its normative stance towards 
soFLDO HPEHGGHGQHVV ,W SRVWXODWHV WKDW EHLQJ HPEHGGHG LQ RQH¶V RZQ FRPPXQLW\
network is advantageous. Embeddedness, as a form of social capital, is presented as a 
resource indispensable for immigrant young people in their negotiation of the cultural 
and structural factors which have a bearing on their lives. Some critics, however, argue 
that embeddedness is not necessarily advantageous to all under all conditions. For 
H[DPSOH 3RUWHV  VXJJHVWV WKDW&ROHPDQ¶V YHUVLRQ RI VRFLDO FDSLWDOZKHUH LW LV
portrayed as an indispensable resource for otherwise under-resourced communities, is 
problematic. Drawing on the work of Putnam, he distinguishes between the bridging 
and bonding forms of social capital. This distinction is of great importance for 
understanding the nature and quality of social embeddedness and its relationship to the 
social mobility of individuals as well as groups of people (Field, 2003). Bonding is a 
form of social capital often found in close-knit relationships; it is inward looking. Portes 
mDLQWDLQVWKDWVRFLDOHPEHGGHGQHVVLQRQH¶VRZQPLQRULW\HWKQLFFRPPXQLW\JLYHVULVH
to the risk of free-riding, i.e. that not all members of the community will contribute to 
the collective good and hence, ambitious individuals do not benefit from such bonding 
forms of social capital. In addition to the levelling mechanism characteristic of close-
knit communities, another problem of the closed circuit is the circulation of either 
outdated information, or information that is inward-oriented, rather than outward-
oriented (Portes, 1998: 6). Conversely, bridging, also a form of social capital, refers to 
WKHDGYDQWDJHVDFFUXLQJWRWKHLQGLYLGXDOIURPOLQNLQJXSZLWKRWKHUVRXWVLGHRQH¶VRZQ
community (Field, 2003). These two forms of social capital serve different purposes for 
GLIIHUHQWSHRSOH LQGLIIHUHQW VLWXDWLRQV%RQGLQJ IRU LQVWDQFH LV FUXFLDO IRU FKLOGUHQ¶V
cognitive development in their early primary socialisation. Needless to say that 
HPEHGGHGQHVV DQG ERQGLQJ ZLWKLQ RQH¶V RZQ FRPPXQLW\ QHWZRUN IDFLOLWDWH the 
nurturing of certain distinct cultural traits, i.e. language, belief and value systems, which 
are crucial for the development of personal identity and self-positioning within the 




It is suggested that in the face of common threats, like discrimination, a different form 
of social capital - group solidarity ± comes into existence. This form of social capital is 
often built around the feeling that faring well in the mainstream society can only be 
realised if people act collectively. Collective action resulting from such a feeling comes 
in two forms: a positive and instrumental engagement with the prevailing social 
structures through the mobilisation of meagre resources available to the community in 
question. But it is also likely that a sort of introverted position is taken to oppose the 
mainstream society. This position involves disengaging with prevailing structures 
and/or rebelling against them. Individual success, in the latter view, is seen as 
weakening vital group solidarity. According to Portes (1998: 17), this process keeps 
µGRZQWURGGHQJURXSVLQSODFHDQGIRUFHVWKHPRUHDPELWLRXVWRHVFDSHIURPLW¶. That is 
to say, hardworking members of the community bear the burden of the less active in the 
community through the existence of shared normative structures (1998: 16). The 
µOHYHOOLQJ PHFKDQLVP¶ LV RQH VXFK QHJDWLYH DVSHFW 7KDW LV WR VD\ EHLQJ HPEHGGHG
within a particular community obstructs, rather than facilitates, individual social 
mobility. Further, Portes talks about the suffocating impact of close-knit communities 
where individual autonomy and privacy are foregone. Finally, the persistence of strong 
group solidarity presupposes that opportunities available outside the community, e.g. 
employment, support or even information, are limited (Portes and Sensenbrenner, 1993: 
1336). As soon as people feel they can turn to support from resources outside their 
immediate minority ethnic groups or social security network, they tend to utilise such 
opportunities.  
 
Clearly, social networks have other kinds of negative dimensions, particularly when 
these are used by criminals for gang-related activities (Field, 2003) or where young 
people revolt against the school system to show peer group solidarity (Lauglo, 2000: 
159$UJXDEO\ \RXQJSHRSOH¶V FRQWH[WXDOPLOLHX LVPDGH XS RI GLIIHUHQW IDPLO\ DQG
community networks; hence, they generally subscribe to different and in some cases 
even conflicting values. Such simultaneous embeddedness in different and sometimes 
antagonistic social groups sets the context in which they either constructively engage 
with the opportunities available to them, or choose to rebel against them. A key 
component in social capital thinking is the role of culture. Originating from the field of 
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DQWKURSRORJLFDO HGXFDWLRQDO UHVHDUFK WKH XVH RI µFXOWXUH¶ WR H[SODLQ GLIIHUHQWLDOV LQ
educational outcomes between different socioeconomic groups has been rife since the 
1960s (Foley, 1991). Commentators on the cultural explanations of inequality of 
outcomes distinguish two main streams: 1) cultural deficit theory and 2) cultural 
difference theory (Foley, 1991; Hallinan, 2001; Ogbu, 1987). According to the former, 
poor educational outcomes of ethnic minority young people are bound up with their 
value orientations, expressed in the form of a counter school culture or, as Steinberg 
SXWVLWµFXOWXUDOGHILFLHncies explain why the poor languish in poverty¶. That 
is, young people brought up in a culture of poverty fail to utilise opportunities, in part, 
because they accept the social location that those in dominant positions discursively 
position them as occupying and their acceptance of this further impedes their 
educational and occupational aspirations (Foley, 1991: Hallinan, 2001). This 
internalisation operates as a form of social control, which the unsuspecting young 
person accepts as an individual choice or simply as fate (Lehmann, 1993). 
 
7KLV UHDGLQJ RI µFXOWXUH¶ VXJJHVWV WKDW VRPH DVSHFWV RI WKH FXOWXUH RI HWKQLFPLQRULW\
communities impede their adaptation to the host society, which explains their 
disadvantaged position. Although this cultural explanation of inequality seems to 
intersect with structural perspectives, it has other versions which offer alternative 
explanations. One example is the cultural difference perspective, which challenges the 
view that ethnic minority cultures are deficient simply because they are different (Foley, 
  7KLV YLHZ VXJJHVWV WKDW WHDFKHUV¶ EDVLF DVVXPSWLRQV DQG WKHLU ODEHOOLQJ RI
certain socio-linguistic groups as deficient undermines their learning. In contrast to the 
pathologising cultural deficiency approach, the cultural differences perspective holds 
that black students choose not to engage with the education system because they reject 
WKHYDOXHVZKLFKVFKRROVV\PEROLVH+DOOLQDQ)ROH\'UDZLQJRQ2JEX¶V
work, Foley (1991) claims that this lack of engagement, played out in modes of speech 
and behavioural patterns, is a form of resistance, a means of rejecting the values of the 
dominant society and achievement as defined within the dominant discourse.  
 
From the reviewed literature it appears that cultural attributes, such as norms, values, 
belief systems, attitudes and relations of different groups interact with the prevailing 
social structures, albeit in ways that are different for different socio-cultural groups. 
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Undoubtedly, there are strong stereotypical assumptions about young people from 
ethnic minority groups. However, there is a consistent negative trend for some groups, 
and a positive one for others, which is closely associated with the ways in which young 
people engage with the education process. Such differential engagement is explained in 
culturalist terms (Ogbu, 1987); cast in terms of anti-school culture in the case of black 
young people, and an alien or distinct (albeit pro-school) culture in the case of those 
from Asian backgrounds. In this context, WKHWHUPµFXOWXUH¶KDVGLIIHUHQWPHDQLQJVIRU
the different groups in different situations. As Campbell and McLean (2002: 24) point 
out, the Afro-Caribbean community can be described as sharing linguistic and religious 
commonalities with their white peers to the extent that much of its culture is 
incorporated into the mainstream British one. Modood states: 
For example, in Britain African Caribbeans may be culturally valued in some 
contexts but not able to convert this into economic advantage, while South 
Asians may build up economic advantage without being culturally valued. 
(Modood, 2007: 117-118) 
2I SDUWLFXODU LQWHUHVW LV KRZEODFN \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V FXOWXUDO SUDFWLFHV RI VSRUWVPXVLF
and fashion have become trendsetters in contemporary youth culture, not only in the 
UK, but also in the West in general. However, in dominant educational discourses, they 
are often represented in negative terms as lacking in aspiration (see for example the 
volume edited by Majors, 2001). These two contrasting views towards black youth are 
well captured by Davis: 
Black boys are loved and loathed at school. They are heroes and standard 
bearers of hip-hop culture and athleticism in schools, while simultaneously 
experiencing disproportionate levels of punishment and academic marginality. 
(Davis, 2001: 169) 
It is argued that the everyday life experiences of black youth, in the main, give rise to 
three responses: counter school culture, conforming behaviour or balancing between 
peer pressure and academic achievement (Sewell and Majors, 2001; Warikoo, 2011). 
With counter-school culture, they show resistance to authority, schooling and what this 
stands for, because they experience the education system as oppressive, consequently 
DFWLYHO\ SRVLWLRQLQJ WKHPVHOYHV µRXWVLGH¶ LWV UHDFK ,Q WKH DGRSWLRQ RI D FRQIRUPLQJ
EHKDYLRXU WKH\ µDFFHSW ERWK WKHPHDQV DQG JRDOV RI VFKRROLQJ¶ 6HZHOO DQG0DMRUV
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2001: 184) and while balancing peer pressure and academic achievement, they negotiate 
peer acceptance and schooling demands (Warikoo, 2011). It is often argued that the 
SURPLVHVRIµPHULWRFUDF\¶GRQRWZRUNRXWIRUDOOVRFLDODQGµUDFLDO¶JURXSV+DOOLQDQ
2001, Kao, 2000). Yet the contemporary labour market equally remains inaccessible for 
the unskilled and those without qualifications. That is, non-engagement, counter-school 
culture, resistance, and low aspirations associated with young people of ethnic minority 
communities do not hold for all, for some immigrant communities are propelled to 
engage positively with the opportunities available (Kao and Tienda, 1995). Since 
educational achievement has a strong bearing on the destiny of these groups, it has 
attracted renewed interest from educational researchers (Archer and Francis, 2007; 
Campbell and McLean, 2002; Coffey, 2001; Modood, 2004; Somers, 1994) but it is the 
diversity in achievement that has attracted most attention. The diversity among different 
communities and the richness of multicultural society have contributed to an increased 
focus on concepts of identity and ethnicity in current academic and policy discourses, 
regarding which Archer and Francis (2007: 29) note that: 
0XVOLP UHOLJLRXV LGHQWLWLHV DQG µQHZ¶PLJUDQWV VXFK DV UHIXJHHV DQG DV\OXP-
seekers are all subject to exclusionary and racialised practices ± but do not fit 
comfortably within previous, more static or binary notions of cultural and 
biological racism.  
In the works of Zhou (2005) and Dw\HUHWDOµHWKQLFLW\¶LVFRQVLGHUHGDVDIRUP
of resource. Rooted LQWKHFXOWXUDOLVWH[SODQDWLRQµPLQRULW\HWKQLFLW\¶FDQEHXVHGDVDQ
analytic device for accounting for the variations in educational aspirations and outcomes 
among young people from different minority ethnic groups. According to this view, 
while some minority ethnic groups tend to draw successfully on the instrumental 
aspects of their minority ethnicity to overcome structural disadvantages, others fail to 
capitalise on the same micro-level processes (Fukuyama, 1993; Zhou, 1997; Zhou and 
Bankston, 1994). In this specific reading of social capital, the focus is on the normative 
cultural attributes of immigrant groups and the role of community networks in enabling 
the intergenerational social mobility of young people. It is seen as a dormant force 
available within each social group which, when mobilised, can lead to the amelioration 




how Vietnamese migrants in New Orleans have adapted to life in the US. Their study 
focused on identifying cultural aspects specific to their community and sought to 
examine the extent to which its cultural orientation was instrumental in shaping the way 
its youngsters engage with educational opportunities. According to the authors, this 
community has settled well in the US despite their short duration of stay in the US with 
no pre-existing links, coming to reside in deprived inner-city neighbourhoods when they 
lacked appropriate educational qualifications. Drawing on their minority ethnic 
resources, such as language, norms and family ethos, they have succeeded in positively 
exploiting the available opportunity avenues. One such area of opportunity they have 
utilised well is education, whereby their FKLOGUHQµRXWSHUIRUPHGVKRZHGIHZHUGURSRXW
rates and disproportionately attracted more academic awards than their native 
FRXQWHUSDUWV¶=KRXDQG%DQNVWRQ7KHVHVFKRODUVDWWULEXWHWKLVVXFFHVVWR
aspects of the Vietnamese minority culture, which has facilitated an intergenerational 
FORVXUHLHSDUHQWVNQRZLQJWKHSDUHQWVRIWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VIULHQGVZKLFKDVVXFKLVD
form of informal social control that enforces community norms (Bankston and Zhou, 
2002: 287). They found that the Vietnamese community instrumentally deploys 
intergenerational closure to help their young people negotiate integrating into the 
mainstream American culture, while retaining their distinctive minority culture.  
In their study, Zhou and Bankston emphasise the role of cultural attributes. They argue 
that given that most of the first generation Vietnamese coming to resettle in the US were 
either farmers or fishers in their home country with low levels of literacy, their human 
and financial capital was limited. What is so FKDUDFWHULVWLFDERXWWKLVFRPPXQLW\LVµWKH
KLJK OHYHORIQRUPDWLYH LQWHJUDWLRQRI IDPLOLHV¶ 7KHLU strong inter-family 
links and strong inter-personal relations have equipped older members of this 
community to provide an effective supervising role to their young people. With the firm 
belief that education is a main vehicle for social mobility, the Vietnamese community 
has fostered the idea of collective and constructive engagement with the schooling 
process. By mobilising aspects of their culture, for example, obedience and behavioural 
FRQIRUPLW\ WKLVFRPPXQLW\KDVVXFFHHGHGLQVHWWLQJµFRPPXQLW\JRDOVDQGEHKDYLRXU
VWDQGDUGV¶ WR DVVLVW WKHLU RIIVSULQJ LQ DFKLHYLQJ XSZDUG VRFLDO PRELOLW\ ± a process 
sanctioned by strong community links, bounded solidarity, enforceable trust and having 
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identifiable collective and shared goals (1994: 831). Thus Zhou and Bankston (1994: 
825) note that:  
... the extent to which immigrant cultures are disadvantaged or advantaged can 
be dissected in terms of whether these original cultures frustrate or facilitate 
upward mobility on the part of the second generation. 
These authors acknowledge that their use of the concept of social capital is based on the 
Durkheimian view that successful intergenerational transition can be fully explained by 
the dense integration of minority ethnic young people within their community networks. 
Like the structural and culturalist views discussed earlier, this perspective on social 
capital underplays the role of the critical agent. It raises the concern that minority ethnic 
groups lacking the kinds of cultural attributes found in the Vietnamese case are more 
likely to experience downward assimilation. Indeed, citing an earlier study by Portes 
and Stepick (1993), Zhou and Bankston (1994: 824) give the example of the Haitian 
FRPPXQLW\LQWKH86ZKRVHGUHDPVIRUXSZDUGVRFLDOPRELOLW\ZHUHµVKDWWHUHGE\WKH
rapid assimilation of their offspring into the sub-culture of the impoverished black inner 
city¶.  
 
In a similar vein, Lauglo (2000) has found that immigrant young people in Norway 
often excel in education, sometimes even performing better than their native 
counterparts. Central to the argument is that these communities often lack access to 
networks that would help them climb the employment ladder. To compensate for the 
weak ties with people in influential positions in the employment market they take 
advantage of educational opportunities to the fullest, for this offers them the only 
realistic gateway to employment. In addition, refugees ofteQ SRVVHVV µVWURQJ DJHQF\¶
(2000: 167), but this is not always the case. Commenting on the Haitian community, 
Portes and Sensenbrenner (1993: 1336-37) explain how resource-poor immigrant 
communities risk losing their children to the dominant impoverished local communities, 
because they fail to reinforce their moral values or socialise their children in their 
minority ethnic norms. The studies covered indicate that the integration process of 
second-generation immigrant young people is bound up with the effectiveness of their 




Niekerk (2000) describes similar processes, although she does not necessarily attribute 
differences in intergenerational social mobility to the possession of social capital. In her 
comparative study of the social mobility of the Hindustani and Creole Surinamese in the 
Netherlands, she deploys a culturalist approach. She finds that while both groups share 
many similarities in terms of country of origin (Surinam) and immigration history, there 
are, nonetheless, remarkable differences in their intergenerational social mobility. That 
is, the Hindustani students fare better in accessing educational and employment 
opportunities than their Creole counterparts. These differences, Niekerk suggests, lie in 
the specific cultural attributes of the different groups, i.e. value orientations, views 
relative to education and family structures, which inform family strategies. She posits 
WKDW+LQGXVWDQLIDPLOLHV¶DWtitude towards education is instrumental in that they use it as 
D VWUDWHJ\ WR HQKDQFH WKHLU VRFLDOSRVLWLRQZLWKLQ WKHFRPPXQLW\ZKHUHE\ µGULYHQE\
PDWHULDOLVWLF LQFHQWLYHV¶ WKH\ HQFRXUDJH WKHLU FKLOGUHQ WR FKRRVH µKLJK VWDWXV
SURIHVVLRQV¶ VXFK DV ODZ Dnd medicine. Prestige acquired through educational 
credentials translates into valued membership of the community. Such status-driven 
attitudes towards achievement as an instrument for recognition feeds into the 
community, thereby setting the standards expected from each member. Older members 
LQWKHIDPLO\WKHQDVFXVWRGLDQVRIWKHIDPLO\¶VVRFLDOSRVLWLRQLQWKHFRPPXQLW\DUH
under pressure to ensure that their children capitalise on educational opportunities. 
Niekerk suggests that such social pressures and expectations, prevalent within the 
Hindustani community, are uncommon within the Creole community. She argues that 
community networks among the families of the latter do not facilitate an 
intergenerational transmission of expectations and aspirations, at least not to the extent 
of their Hindustani counterparts. Here, Niekerk seems to suggest that, because group 
membership is not necessarily acquired through educational credentials, Creole families 
are under no pressure from other members of their community to invest in their 
FKLOGUHQ¶V HGXFDWLRQ RU GHPDQG PRUH IURP WKHP LQ WKH VDPH ZD\ WKHLU +LQGXVWDQL
counterparts are and unlike them, they do not see the benefits of the symbolic capital 
appropriable through the education system. Rather, being less authoritative and more 
democratic vis-à-YLV WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V VFKRRO FDUHHUV WKH\ OHDYHHGXFDWLRQDO DQGFDUHHU
decision-making to their children. Consequently, Creole students often choose less 
challenging and even less rewarding subjects and careers in the health and social care 
VHFWRU 1LHNHUN&HQWUDO WR1LHNHUN¶VDUJXPHQW LV WKDWRQHFDQQRWH[SODLQ
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differences in the intergenerational social mobility of minority ethnic young people 
between different groups without considering the role of non-material resources, i.e. 
networks, cultural values and community relations.  
In their study of the role of community links and participation among people of Afro-
Caribbean backgrounds in South England, Campbell and McLean (2002) advance 
similar arguments to Niekerk. They find that while members of this community value 
interpersonal friendship, they lack the kinds of the internal dynamics that foster 
community cohesion. They put forward the contention that institutional racism might 
have led members of this community to hold negative views about local community 
organisations. Studying the ways in which social identities are constructed, they claim 
that in the historic context of oppression and marginalisation, excluded groups construct 
group identities and engage in collective action to challenge oppressive systems. 
Compared to the Asians who retained their distinct minority ethnic identity, Caribbean 
µFXOWXUHDQGLGHQWLW\KDd EHFRPHµPDLQVWUHDPHG¶¶&DPSEHOODQG0F/HDQLQ
that Afro-Caribbean young people share many similarities with their white peers, 
including: music, sports and the lifestyle trends influenced by popular culture. In certain 
respects, with their subculture emanating from fashion, celebrities, sports and music 
industry, black youth are WUHQGVHWWHUVZKLFKLVµDGRPDLQZKHUH$VLDQSDUHQWVKDYHQR
UHJDUGIRUDQG>WKH\@HYHQ WU\ WR OLPLW WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VH[SRVXUH WR LW¶ 0RGRRG
102).  
7KLV µPDLQVWUHDPLQJ¶ WKRXJK DFFRUGLQJ WR&DPSEHOO DQG0F/HDQ KDV XQH[SHFWHGO\
weakened group solidarity among this community, at least in comparison with some of 
the Asian communities. Campbell and McLean conclude that the collective identity of 
the Afro-Caribbean community is characterised by a partial process of integration into 
British mainstream society that has not been translated into social, economic and 
political integration (p. 27). Although these authors do not comment on the institutional 
barriers young black men face, the implication of their stance is that minority ethnic 
groups can affect their social mobility by drawing on their distinctive ethnicity. More 
importantly, WKH WKHPH RI µUDFH¶ UHODWLRQV LQ LWV KLVWRULFDO VHQVH RI GRPLQDWLRQ, 
exploitation and subjugation appears to be absent from their analysis. Following 
Morrow (1999: 760), I suggest that without proper contextualisation, an uncritical use 
RI FXOWXUDOLVW IUDPHZRUNV FRXOG HDVLO\ WDNH WKH IRUP RI µGHILFLW WKHRU\¶. Indeed, as 
Vincent et al. (2012) argue, even well-resourced black middle class families remain 
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µZDWFKIXO¶ IRU WKHLU Fhildren, because their accumulated cultural capital does not 
necessarily guarantee an automatic escape from racial prejudice that their children 
H[SHULHQFHZLWKWKHVFKRROLQJV\VWHP&RQVHTXHQWO\WKHLQWHUVHFWLRQDOLW\RIµUDFH¶DQG
class is more complex than the acquisition of cultural capital may imply (Vincent, et al., 
2012). It is, therefore, necessary to take account of how historical domination and 
prejudice permeate social institutions. I also suggest that over-reliance on culturalist 
explanations is problematic, because of their essentialising assumptions about cultures 
and emphasis on the collective biographies of these communities rather than on 
individual ones. And finally, I suggest that the illusion of meritocracy brought about by 
the expansion of educational opportunities underplays the reality that even though 
schooling may offer opportunities for social mobility, it also reproduces much of the 
racial inequalities that certain communities continue to experience (Crozier, 2005; 
Gillborn, 2008; Vincent et al., 2012). 
 
2.6 Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined four theoretical perspectives on the processes underlying 
educational and career aspirations. It has shown that the development of a career 
identity is a process that is often messy, intricate and daunting for most young people. A 
number of factors at different levels mediate this process. It has been argued that 
aspiration is marked by key milestones which are developmental in nature. That is, to 
begin with young people often make decisions within their limited horizon for action, 
and because career choices are often consequential, early life choices have implications 
for future ones. The literature suggests that the construction of career identities is to an 
important extent shaped in parallel through social processes. Clearly, while it is possible 
for some to achieve their life goals, for the majority of them it appears that their fate is 
bound up with their social position.  
Finally, this chapter has discussed some of current theoretical conceptualisations of how 
young people from minority ethnic communities engage with educational and 
employment opportunities. It has been argued that differential outcomes within 
µUDFLDOO\¶ GHILQHG JURXSV SRVH DZNZDUG TXHVWLRQV DERXW WKH HVVHQWLDOLVLQJ GLVFRXUses 
that focus on macro-level factors. Much of the discussion has revolved around how the 
intergenerational social mobility of immigrant young people is connected to their social 
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embeddedness. With the central concern of this study being how the interplay of 
structure, culture and subjectivities impacts on educational and employment outcomes 
and hence, the ensuing life-chances of minority ethnic young people, this chapter has 
also considered the idea of social capital, often used in the literature both as a 
descriptive and as an analytic concept. This concept is premised on the idea that social 
relations among members of a given community at the micro-level interact with 
structural factors to influence the social mobility of individuals and communities 
(Edwards and Foley, 1999). However, it has emerged from the discussion that it is 
unsustainable to suggest that all forms of intergenerational social mobility are reducible 
to the nature and quality of social relationships. For, despite the fact that early 
expeULHQFHVDQGVRFLDOSURFHVVHVPD\VKDSHSHRSOH¶VOLIHFKDQFHVWKHUHDOZD\VUHPDLQV
scope for human agency. In sum, young people have to grapple with a constant struggle 
to break away from structural and contextual constraints as well as the normative 




Chapter 3: Developing a Research Approach: Methodology and methods 
3.1 Introduction 
The aim of this chapter is to set out the methodological framework for this research and 
to present and justify the methods that have been used. I begin the chapter with a 
discussion of problems pertaining to researching young people in more general terms. I 
then discuss some key epistemological, ontological and methodological considerations 
and how the explorative nature of this research on young people from diaspora 
communities has led me to choose an interpretive research design. The chapter gives an 
outline of the research design, including an account of the process of negotiating entry 
and recruiting research participants and justifications for sampling, the data collection 
methods adopted and how the analysis has been carried out. In the final section, I give a 
reflective account of my position as a researcher. 
3.2 Researching young people 
Researching young people is a complicated venture (Ball et al., 2000; Taylor, 2005) and 
one of the challenges of interviewing young people is to maintain their interest 
throughout the interview. According to Ball et al. (2000: 19) µRQH FDQ RQO\ JHW
JOLPSVHV RI WKHLU FRPSOH[ OLYHV¶ EHFDXVH WKH\ µVHOHFW UHYLVH DQG UH-order their 
experiences during the interview¶ , DUJXH WKDW FRQFHSWXDOLVLQJ \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
formation of choices is a process that reflects a complex interplay of individual, family 
and community processes on the one hand, and macro-structural influences on the other. 
)XUWKHU UHVHDUFKLQJ \RXQJ SHRSOH LV FRPSOLFDWHG EHFDXVH WKH YHU\ WHUP µ\RXWK¶ LV
inextricably bound up with normative assumptions and social expectations. Researching 
the complex interactions between individual, structural, contextual/cultural and 
GHYHORSPHQWDO IDFWRUV SHUWDLQLQJ WR \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V FKRLFH ELRJUDSKLHV UHTXLUHV DQ
approach that takes into account the changes that they go through and the multi-
dimensional factors surrounding their choices. Of course, there is no single way of 
researching how young people plan their lives. Ball et al. (2000) argue that young 
SHRSOH¶V SDUWLFLSDWLRQ LQ WKH SRVW-16 education market can best be studied within the 
framework of the dual perspective of rational action theory as understood in the 
Weberian tradition of social analysis and the influences of dynamic social structures. 
%DOOHW DO¶VDSSURDFK LV FRQVWUXFWHGDURXQG LQGLYLGXDO-society interaction, and I share 
wLWK WKHP WKH SRVLWLRQ WKDW \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V FDOFXODWLYH $4'"(+& DUH µSDWWHUQHG E\
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VRFLDOLVHG IUDPHV RI SHUFHSWLRQ DQG WKRXJKW¶ %DOO HW DO   %XLOGLQJ RQ WKLV
RQWRORJLFDO VWDQFH , SRVLW WKDW \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V HGXFDWLRQDO (0'4(3)& are similarly 
patterned by the structuring impact of contextual factors. I also contend that the nexus 
of agency-structure-culture, as is found in the highly charged area of the choices of 
young people of immigrant backgrounds, calls for an interpretive research design. That 
is, due to the nature of the study I have chosen to use an interpretive research paradigm, 
ZKLFK , XQGHUVWDQG DV EHLQJ D GHVLJQ WKDW HOLFLWV SHRSOH¶V IHOW QHHGV SHUVRQDO
perceptions and views on events pertaining to their lives. The interpretive approach can 
EHWUDFHGEDFNWRµWKH*HUPDQ=)*&')#)+ WUDGLWLRQLQVRFLRORJ\¶6FKZDQGW 
3.3 Interpretive research paradigm 
My choice of methodological framework is based on two grounds. First, it is related to 
the nature of the substantive themes of my UHVHDUFK \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V FRQVWUXFWLRQ RI
choice biographies within the context of their community relations and dominant 
opportunity structures. As I maintain throughout this thesis, these themes are entwined 
with individual biographies, family/community dynamics and macro-structural 
processes. Second, it appears from the existing literature that not much is known about 
Somali young people or about the intergenerational social mobility of this group and 
hence, in response to this starting position, this research is explorative in nature. In 
situations where not much is known about the phenomenon under study, a qualitative 
approach is preferred over the quantitative research paradigm (Marshall and Rossman, 
2011), because it offers flexibility in design conducive to meeting the explorative 
objective as well as an opportunity for reflexivity during the emerging research process. 
To respond to both the complexity of researching young people from an immigrant 
community background and the paucity of empirical reseDUFKRQ6RPDOL\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
choices, I have chosen a qualitative/interpretive research design, which focuses on 
HOLFLWLQJVXEMHFWLYHQDUUDWLYHVDQGSHUVRQDOSHUFHSWLRQVRQSURFHVVHVWKDWVKDSHSHRSOH¶V
lives. Within this tradition, research concerns itself, in the main, with generating 
SURIRXQG XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI SHRSOH¶V GHILQLWLRQV RI WKHLU VLWXDWLRQ (Berger and 
Luckmann, 1967; Goffman, 1959; Schwandt, 1998). My development of a research 
strategy is based on the view that, depending on their social position, people tend to 
define matters of social concern differently (Taylor and Bogdan, 1984). Unlike the 
positivist paradigm, where truth and knowledge production are independent of the 
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researcher, in the qualitative/interpretive approach such objectivity is contested. With 
WKH ODWWHU SHUVSHFWLYH LW LV KHOG WKDW UHVHDUFKLQJ SURFHVVHV XQGHUO\LQJ SHRSOH¶V
experiences is bound up with the researcher/researched interaction. This stance has 
generated much heated and uneasy debate in the field of social inquiry, for it has been 
charged with being identical to a relativism that calls into question the truth-value of all 
knowledge claims, including its own. Its staying power, however, stems from the view 
WKDW VRFLDO QRUPV SHUFHSWLRQV W\SLILFDWLRQV UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV DQG µGHILQLWLRQV RI WKH
VLWXDWLRQ¶ FRQGLWLRQ KXPDQ EHKDYLRXU WR WKH H[WHQW WKDW ZH FDQ ZLWK VRPH FHUWDLQW\
make some generalisations about social actions (Ryan, 1970: Goffman, 1959; Berger 
and Luckmann, 1967). The strength of this research design is its focus on explaining 
and understanding how people make sense of the multifaceted influences on their lives, 
that is, how they subjectively internalise objective realities (Schutz, 1967; Bourdieu, 
1977). 
Conducting research presupposes a commitment to a particular view of what counts as 
knowledge and as evidence to validate that knowledge. It also involves a particular way 
of going about how to find out about what is being researched. That is, it is suggested 
that research is often not independent of the researcher nor of the theoretical 
conceptualisation adopted in pursuit of what is worth knowing. There is always some 
degree of subjective involvement with the research topic. A similar ontological and 
epistemological view underpins the way this research is designed. One important 
assumption underlying research on and with young people is the general consensus 
across emSLULFDO UHVHDUFK RI WKH H[LVWHQFH RI GLIIHUHQWLDO RXWFRPHV RI \RXQJSHRSOH¶V
transitions for different socio-cultural groups (Vermeulen and Perlmann, 2000). An 
additional ontological assumption pertains to the existence of a group dimension to the 
intergenerational social mobility of the Somali community. Here, much of the initial 
thinking about this study was based on the assumption that the diaspora Somali 
community VKDUH D SDUWLFXODU µFRPPRQ VWRFN RI NQRZOHGJH¶ (Berger and Luckmann, 
1967) including a shared history of immigration and the impact of the continuing 
political instability in the country of origin, both of which affect members of this 
community, although perhaps not to the same degree. Ontological assumptions about 
WKH QDWXUH RI 6RPDOL \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V WUDQVLWLRQV DUH SUHPLVHG RQ WKHVH WZR IHDWXUHV
carried over from the country of origin, along with the contextual influences they are 
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H[SRVHG WR LQ WKH8. WKDW LQIRUP \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V SHUFHSWLRQV RI RSSRUWXQLWLHV LQ WKH
here-and-now. 
2QHPDMRUSUREOHPZLWK WKH LQWHUSUHWLYHSDUDGLJP LV WKH ULVNRIDFFHSWLQJ WKHDFWRU¶V
subjective narratives at face value as they relate their lived experiences. This stance 
might lead to the inevitable conclusion that social reality, i.e. differential educational 
outcomes or social mobility are all relative to the individual actor. Regarding this 
conclusion, the literature on social research methodology is fraught with tension over 
ontological concerns and epistemological questions. This tension is about the 
production of knowledge to understand and explain situations of social interest (Carr 
and Kemmis, 1986; Usher, 1996). Carr and Kemmis, for instance, discuss some of the 
PDMRUIODZVRIWKHLQWHUSUHWLYHWUDGLWLRQ¶VHSLVWHPRORJLFDODSproaches to the production 
RINQRZOHGJH%\GUDZLQJRQWKHZRUNRI+DEHUPDV¶VFULWLFDODSSURDFKWKH\QRWHWKDW
reducing the business of empirical social research to the sole purpose of describing the 
subjective meanings of individuals is rather problematiFEHFDXVHµVXEMHFWLYHPHDQLQJV
are bound up with an objective context that both conditions, i.e. limits both the horizon 
RIWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VLQWHQWLRQVDQGWKHOLNHOLKRRGRIWKHLUUHDOLVDWLRQ¶(Carr and Kemmis, 
1986: 135). They continue by claiming that the subjective stance, much celebrated in 
the interpretive/phenomenological approaches to the study of human conduct, is not 
QHFHVVDULO\WKDWµVXEMHFWLYH¶EXWUDWKHUWR some extent, is an internalisation of objective 
UHDOLWLHV ZKLFK RIWHQ XQIRUWXQDWHO\ OHDGV WR µGLVWRUWHG VHOI-XQGHUVWDQGLQJ¶ 
Following Habermas, they suggest that critical social research should embody an 
epistemology that moves beyond the interpretive concern with uncritical description of 
SHRSOH¶V DFFRXQWV RI VHOI-understanding. These views resonate with Hammersley and 
$WNLQVRQ¶VDGYLFHWKDWTXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKHUVVKRXOGEHDZDUHRIWKHSLWIDOOVRIWDNLQJ
SHRSOH¶VDFFRXQWVHLWKHUDW IDFHYDOXHRr discarding them as irrelevant without giving 
them due consideration (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007: 120) 
Researching young people, then, is inevitably bound up with values and positions that 
emanate from the way in which society is organised and their position in a society that 
emphasises education. Young people are expected to be educated and progress to work; 
they are supposed to require guidance around planning their futures, and simultaneously 
are expected to develop the necessary competencies to be able to deal effectively with 
the adult world of work. While still at school they are expected, and perhaps even 
required, to make up their minds regarding their futures as well as to reach certain 
 78 
 
socially constructed milestones. These normative expectations reflect societal views 
towards young people, which, as Jones and Wallace (1992) argue, have been subject to 
changes. Similar presuppositions underlie expectations around the concept of 
µLQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO VRFLDO PRELOLW\¶ LPSOLFDWHG LQ WKH VWXG\ RI FKLOGUHQ RI LPPLJUDQW
backgrounds. Here, the common view is that Somali young people, for instance, should 
EHGRLQJEHWWHUWKDQWKHLUSDUHQWV¶JHQHUDWLRQVRFLDOO\HFRQRPLcally and educationally. 
However, making choices and the ways in which the young engage with the world is 
SDUWO\ERXQGXSZLWK µWKH IOXLGLW\ FKDQJHDQG LQVWDELOLW\RI WKHLU OLIH FRXUVHV DQG WKH
SURFHVVRIJURZLQJXS¶ %DOOHW DO, 2000: 17). For not engaging with education as an 
LQVWUXPHQWWRIXUWKHURQH¶VFDUHHUDLPVDWVFKRROOHDYLQJDJHLVFRQVHTXHQWLDO 
Such normative aspects of researching young people are in part linked to the very nature 
RIWKHDLPVRIHGXFDWLRQµLWLVJRRGWREHHGXFDWHG¶(Flew, 1976). Social research, then, 
could be value-bound and ideologically driven. As Janesick (2003) notes, qualitative 
researchers should find out possible biases underlying their study and critically reflect 
on them. By reflective engagement with the research process, the researcher will then be 
LQDVWURQJHUSRVLWLRQWRµFKDOOHQJHSUHYDLOLQJP\WKVLQFOXGLQJWKHP\WKRIREMHFWLYLW\¶ 
(p. 56). In a similar vein, Kvale (1996) QRWHVWKDWµVFLHQWLILFNQRZOHGJHLVLQWULQVLFDOO\
related to human values and interests¶ (p. 120). I recognise that many of the key notions 
LQ WKLV UHVHDUFK LQFOXGLQJ \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V WUDQVLWLRQ LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO PRELOLW\ DUH
normative. Being aware of the legitimate value concerns thus raised, a critical stance is 
taken to question value assumptions underlying these key themes. 
Taking these processes into account, I have therefore adopted a research strategy with 
two central features: an interpretive as well as critical understanding of community 
relations to questioQ XQFULWLFDO DVVXPSWLRQV DERXW µLPPLJUDQW¶ FRPPXQLWLHV
Researching the multi-dimensional complexity of the transitions of young people from 
ethnic minority communities involves a critical approach to deconstruct how the power 
dynamics embodied in access to opportunities and institutional authorities define their 
life-chances. This led me to adopt a critical stance towards how social forces shape the 
views people have of themselves and of others. Such a commitment to unravelling 
structural and micro-level processes at once necessitates the triangulation of different 
research approaches, albeit within the wider qualitative research paradigm. Therefore, I 
have also adopted a critical stance towards the research because of my position as a 
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researcher in the researched community. I come back to this matter in the final section 
of the chapter. 
,Q WKH IROORZLQJ , H[SODLQ ZK\ , FKRVH WKH LQWHUSUHWLYH DSSURDFK <RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
construction of choice biographies seems to be a personal matter, which is the standard 
view based on rational choice theory and to a large extent it is a personal matter. 
However, in the interpretive approach the personal dimension has limitations. For 
H[DPSOHLQWKHFDVHRI\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQRIFKRLFHELRJUDSKLHVLWLVDUJXHG
that choices are shaped by social and contextual/structural processes, which young 
people, as reflective agents, internalise and personalise to make sense of their successes 
and failures. The personal dimension is, therefore, not necessarily a true reflection of 
what is possible, but merely a subjective interpretation by the individual respondent. 
&OHDUO\ WKLV SHUVRQDO GLPHQVLRQ RI \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V HQJDJHPHQWZLWK RSSRUWXQLWLHV LV
patterned by a complex interaction of various factors operating at different levels. 
0RUHRYHU\RXQJSHRSOH¶VWUDQVLWLRQLV LQH[WULFDEO\ERXQGXSZLWKKRZWKH\FRQVWUXFW
and express their identities. It follows, then, that researching this complex web of 
interactions requires an approach that takes into account the changing positions of the 
individual young person who, while consciously seeking to pursue their individual 
interest, also responds to contextual and structural influences. Research in this context 
should make explicit the processes underlying the subjective understanding of 
opportunities by the young people, while accepting that this understanding is not 
necessarily personal in origin. Therefore, the design of the current research study makes 
DOORZDQFHIRUWKHGLDOHFWLFDOUHODWLRQVKLSWKDWXQGHUSLQV\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQRf 
OHDUQHU DQG FDUHHU LGHQWLWLHV 7KDW LV LW LV ULJRURXV HQRXJK WR FDSWXUH UHVSRQGHQWV¶
subjectivities and critical enough to question the taken-for-granted explanations inherent 
in normative research on young people. One particular methodological approach for 
illuminating the subjective feelings and meanings people give to their social actions is 
that offered by the social constructivist approach (Charmaz, 2006). 
In the social constructivist perspective, understanding and explaining successes and 
failures of diaspora young people involves studying how this particular group interacts 
with prevailing opportunity structures and thereby makes sense of or gives meaning to 
self-identity and self-image (Burr, 2003). The focus is on the way in which the subjects 
construct their identities in their new homelands. Rejecting the essentialist and 




deconstructs how agents engage with social processes (Burr, 2003). In particular, in 
UHODWLRQ WR WKH FXUUHQW UHVHDUFK WKH IRFXV LV RQ WKH ZD\ ODQJXDJH DQG WKH µRWKHULQJ¶
discourses that are deployed as well as the ways in which young people of ethnic 
minority backgrounds are talked or written about. As such, this method of analysis 
eschews the framing of poor educational outcomes in terms of a deficiency discourse. 
According to Charmaz (2006: 130), the constructivist approach, an essential part of the 
interpretive research tradition, acknowledges that both data collection and analysis are 
co-constructed by the researcher and the researched. 
&KDUPD]   DUJXHV WKDW WKH µFRQVWUXFWLYLVW DSSURDFK HPSKDVLVHV WKH VWXGLHG
phenomenon rather than the methods of studying it and its advocates take a reflexive 
stance on modes of knowing and representing studied life¶. This means giving close 
attention to empirical realities and our collected renderings of them as well as locating 
oneself amongst them (Foley, 2002). By focussing on the key themes of this study, i.e. 
the construction of identity, intergenerational mobility, career and educational choice-
making, the selected approach is geared towards exploring the views of young people 
and community leaders on these processes. As stated earlier, the central focus of this 
study is to explore how Somali young people engage with education and employment 
opportunities, while constructing their identities, both as young people and as members 
of a diaspora community. Given this aim, the research questions are concerned with 
how Somali young people construct their identities, view their situations, relate their 
experiences to social and contextual processes, position themselves in the wider social 
and cultural context, i.e. career and social identity, and under what conditions they do 
VR7KLVHPSKDVLVRQWKHµKRZ¶DQGµZKDW¶UDWKHUWKDQRQWKHµZK\¶TXHVWLRQVFDOOVIRU
DQ DSSURDFK DQG D UHVHDUFK GHVLJQ ZKLFK RIIHUV WKH SRVVLELOLW\ RI HOLFLWLQJ SHRSOH¶V
feelings, perceptions and perspectives (Gubrium and Holstein, 2003: 215; 2005: 498; 
Charmaz, 2006; 2005). 
In pursuing this further, I considered the extent to which the historical and pre-
migration narratives of the first generation of the Somali community have shaped the 
process RI µLGHQWLW\¶ IRUPDWLRQ DPRQJ WKH GLDVSRUD-born/raised. In seeking to address 
this issue, I have attended to the personal narratives, experiences, social relationships 
and self-positioning of the participants in the wider multicultural society in the UK. In 
short, addressing this matter inevitably calls for an approach that captures the lived 
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world of the respondents. It is in light of this concern with the way in which young 
people construct their selfhood that I decided to employ a constructivist grounded 
approach. In fact, the constructivist approach is particularly suitable when the focus is 
on investigating experiences and subjective meanings. The way social constructivism is 
WDNHQ XS KHUH LV WKHQ WZRIROG )LUVW LW LV D UHVSRQVH WR WKH µ('#)*"+,¶ FRQnotations 
common in many of the current discourses on ethnic minority young people. This 
('#)*"+, LV RIWHQ FDVW LQ WHUPV RI µXQGHUDFKLHYLQJ¶ DQG WKXV HWKQLF PLQRULW\ \RXQJ
people are constructed as non-engaging and/or lacking in the appropriate dispositions 
required for constructive engagement with the schooling process. The constructivist 
DSSURDFKSUREOHPDWLVHV VXFKQRWLRQVDV µXQGHUDFKLHYHPHQW¶DV WKH\DUHGLVFRXUVHGE\
policymakers and those in power positions. Second, although it does not dispute the 
existence of social disparity, and recognises that social inequality is not a social 
construction (Crotty, 1998), it does dispute meanings imposed on those experiencing 
social inequalities. By placing these experiences against the backdrop of the interpretive 
tradition of social research under the social constructivist lens the aim is to give the 
DFFRXQWVRIWKHµ('#)*)%¶>  
3.4 Negotiating entry, sampling and recruiting research participants 
$IWHUVHFXULQJIRUPDODSSURYDOIURP.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQVHH$SSHndix A), I started 
to negotiate initial access with key informants from community organisations from five 
/RQGRQERURXJKV*DLQLQJDFFHVV LQYROYHVµWKHJUDQWLQJRUZLWKKROGLQJRISHUPLVVLRQ
IRU WKH UHVHDUFK WR EH FRQGXFWHG¶ +DPPHUVOH\ DQG$WNLQVRQ  Like sampling, 
this was conducted in a careful manner. Good interpersonal skills, persistence and tact 
are needed once access is gained in order to get the most out of the interviews 
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). All the selected community organisations were 
involved in projects related to young people, which was one of the main criteria for 
selecting them and another selection criterion was the location. As I was focussing on 
Somali young people in London, I chose organisations in the city. However, so as to 
have variety in the data, I selected organisations based on their locality and on the 
relevance of their engagement with projects involving young people and the number of 
years they had been in operation. That is, I selected organisations that had been 
operating for at least five years. 
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In addition to serving as interviewees and key informants, representatives of community 
organisations assisted me with accessing potential respondents and subsequent sampling 
was undertaken through snowballing. That is, those selected and interviewed during the 
initial stage of the data collection were asked to recommend other potential research 
participants. While sampling through snowballing is most suitable for choosing 
candidates fit for the purpose at hand, there is, however, the risk of having respondents 
sharing too many similarities. Consequently, there were two main problems relating to 
such a sampling strategy: the risk of reducing the richness of the collected data and the 
risk of sampling bias, which would have had major implications for the reliability and 
generalisability of the research findings. To address this problem, recommendations for 
snowballing from those already interviewed and those from the gatekeepers were 
critically evaluated. This was aimed at obtaining maximum variability within the 
sample, that is,!I included in the sample participants from diverse backgrounds so that 
the inevitable impact of unquestioned assumptions and biases held either by the 
research participants or the researcher were minimised. In particular, I sought to include 
cases of young people who were not engaging in any form of education, employment or 
training. Whereas I initially wanted to study young people up to the age of twenty-one 
only, I later decided to extend the age range up to twenty-five. In so doing, as 
/H&RPSWHDQG3UHLVVOHDUJXHµFRPSDULVRQVDJDLQVWWKHQRUPPD\EHPDGH
and salient dimensions of more moderate cases may be explained¶. 
As part of negotiating entry, I sought informed consent (see Appendix B). According to 
the principle of informed consent, research participation should be voluntary and based 
only on full information to being provided (de Vaus, 2001). De Vaus discusses eight 
key areas which consenting research participants should be informed about. Following 
De Vaus, I explained the research purpose, introduced myself as well as describing the 
processes of data collection and processing, how I selected participants, their role in the 
process and assured them that their participation was entirely on a voluntary basis and 
did not involve any risk to themselves. In line with the above, I drafted two information 
sheets (see Appendix C), one addressed to young people and the other addressed to 
representatives of community organisations. I shared these information sheets with 
potential research participants. In addition to these key areas, I reassured research 
participants that after initial agreement they would still retain the right to withdraw 
without having to explain or justify their reasons for doing so and that their withdrawal 
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would not disadvantage them in any way. I also made it clear that they would still be 
able to withdraw from the study even after their participation and up to the date when 
the writing-up would start in March 2011. Furthermore, I sought permission to tape-
record the interviews and reassured the volunteers of strict confidentiality regarding 
their participation and the information they would provide. Finally, I gave them contact 
details of my supervisor for any queries or concerns. In addition to the written 
information, those who had agreed to participate in the research were given a verbal 
explanation to reiterate the above before the start of the interview. Only those 
consenting to participate after they had been sufficiently informed about the research 
were then interviewed. See Appendix D for a reflective journal on recruiting young 
people as research participants. 
Unlike pursuing statistical representativeness in quantitative research, where the 
researcher follows replicable procedures, sampling for qualitative studies is based on 
the relevance of the sample for the topic of the study (Patton, 1990). Often termed 
µSXUSRVHIXO VDPSOLQJ¶ LW IROORZV FRPSOHWHO\ GLIIHUHQW FULWHULD IURP WKRVH RI D W\SLFDO
quantitative study. A core aim of purposeful sampling is to select information-rich cases 
study of which would meet the research objectives, i.e. address the questions under 
investigation (Patton, 1990: 169). Through personal knowledge and informal networks, 
I initially negotiated entry to four community organisations and sampled two others 
through snowballing, while I approached two more organisations via an internet search.  
I collected data from thirty young people aged between fourteen and twenty-five years. 
In 2009, I collected information from ten young people at GCSE level and subsequently 
from a further twenty at college and university age in 2010 and 2011. Of the thirty 
young people twelve were female and eighteen male, of whom ten were born in the UK, 
five in the Netherlands, one in Norway, one in Kenya, one in Saudi Arabia and twelve 
in Somalia. Of the twelve Somalia-born participants, two lived in the UK, one since age 
six, and the other in the Netherlands since age three, one grew up in Saudi Arabia, one 
in Germany, and only five had lived in Somalia into their late teens. Apart from the ten 
UK-born participants, the rest had experienced multiple moves before settling in the UK 
(see Appendix E for a profile of the young people research participants). This profile of 
the research participants had some implications for my research, for I initially aimed to 
study second-generation young people, but only ten out of the thirty in my sample met 
this criterion. Another five participants were secondary migrants, in the sense that they 
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had relocated from the Netherlands and Norway where they could have been identified 
as second generation. Furthermore, five more participants had spent their formative 
years either in the UK or elsewhere outside their country of origin. Therefore, the vast 
majority of the young people interviewed were the children of immigrant parents not 
only in the UK, but the diaspora-born/raised of an exiled community. This then led me 
WRDGRSWWKHSKUDVHµGLDVSRUD\RXQJSHRSOH¶ZKLFKFDSWXUHVQRWRQO\WKH diaspora-born 
\RXQJ SHRSOH EXW DOVR WKRVH UDLVHG LQ WKH GLDVSRUD ,Q DGGLWLRQ WKH WHUP µGLDVSRUD¶
captures very well how the young people felt about their identity and geographical 
belonging (cf. Chapter 5). This diversification of the sample has enriched the quality 
and breadth of the data. 
In addition, I collected data from thirteen key informants from ten different community 
organisations located in two outer and three inner London boroughs in 2010 and 2011. I 
had prior connections in my capacity as chairman of one of the organisations, while I 
was also connected to a second organisation in having facilitated a workshop on Somali 
youth. However, in neither of these organisations did my familiarity with the research 
participants affect my data collection as I reflected critically on my position as a 
researcher. I came into contact with two of the organisations through an internet search 
and through informal links I was introduced to the fifth and the subsequent sampling 
was done through snowballing.  
3.5 Method of data collection 
The data were collected by means of interviewing, specifically semi-structured 
interviewing, because of the nature of the central concern of this study: namely, to elicit 
the ways in which young people construct their choices and engage with opportunities 
as well as how they negotiate between competing cultural and structural influences that 
have some bearing on their lives. Interviewing in qualitative research is an effective tool 
in cases where the focus is on getting insight inWRSHRSOH¶VSHUFHSWLRQVH[SHULHQFHVDQG
how they make sense of social processes (Taylor and Bodgan, 1984; Holstein and 
Gubrium, 1995). Interviewing is a generic term, for there are several ways of carrying 
this out and for the purpose of this study, I drew on the principles of ethnographic 
interviewing (Briggs, 1986; Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007; Kvale and Brinkmann, 
O6SUDGOH\$FFRUGLQJWR+DPPHUVOH\DQG$WNLQVRQµDFUXFLDO
aim of ethnographic interviewing is to facilitate a conversation, thereby giving the 
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respondent much leeway to give their personal account without much interference from 
the interviewer¶. Hammersley and Atkinson (2007: 117) suggest that interviewing in the 
qualitative research design is comparable to any other social interaction and as such, is 
DOZD\VVWUXFWXUHG,QOLJKWRIWKLVWKH\QRWHWKDWWKHQRWLRQRIµXQVWUXFWXUHG¶VKRXOGEH
treated with caution. The best way to capture complex issues is through in-depth 
LQWHUYLHZLQJDQGVLQFH LWZDVUHVSRQGHQWV¶QDUUDtives that I was interested in, I chose 
the semi-structured interview format, because with this approach the dynamics of the 
interview process cannot be fully pre-determined and established in advance. With this 
in mind, I started to gather data not with a set of sequenced questions, but rather with a 
list of topics to be covered through a few main interview questions reflecting the central 
concern of the study, which were drafted in such a way as to trigger respondents into 
talking about issues of interest to the research (Rubin and Rubin, 2005: 135). The 
drafted interview questions were further fine-tuned and checked for clarity and fitness-
for-purpose by first piloting them with volunteer respondents. See Appendix F for an 
example of the list of questions that I used as an interview guide. 
Based on this ethnographic approach, data for this study were collected through semi-
structured individual and group interviews with the sample of thirty young people and 
thirteen community leaders. The data covered immigration and personal narratives. The 
FROOHFWHG GDWD LQFOXGHG UHVSRQGHQWV¶ DFFRXQWV RI WKHLU HYROYLQJ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ
perceptions, experiences and identity accounts. I also asked them about their ambitions, 
frustrations and critical incidents that defined their lives. Since the data collection 
involved semi-structured interviews, the drafted interview questions were mainly used 
as guidance to ensure that relevant data were collected. I found Hammersley and 
$WNLQVRQ¶V  W\SRORJ\ RI LQWHUYLHZV TXLWH XVHIXO in which they distinguish two 
types of interview questions: directive and non-directive. Non-directive questioning is 
meant to prompt the respondent into talking about a particular broader field. However, 
the flow of the interviews is equally informed by the dynamics of the discussions and 
emerging themes, which requires an active engagement with the interviewing process. 
Interviewing is not a passive process, whereby the researcher merely gathers data, but 
on the contrary, is an interactive process in which the researcher and the researched 
interact and/or co-construct meanings (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995; Kvale, 1996: 183). 
(OVHZKHUH +DPPHUVOH\ DQG $WNLQVRQ   QRWH WKDW µXQOLNH FRQYHUVDWLRQ
ethnographic interviewing involves some degree of control ± a control which is subject 
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WRWKHUHVHDUFKDJHQGD¶7KDWLVWRVD\WKHUHLVQRIUHH-floating data collection as some 
suggest, for interviewing, regardless of the research paradigm, needs to be conducted in 
a rigorous manner. 
However, the emerging meaning-making achieved through active listening need not be 
taken too far, for to suggest that meanings are merely constructions of reflective 
interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee entails the risk of 
XQGHUHVWLPDWLQJ WKH ODWWHU¶V UROH LQ WKe data collection. I agree with Holstein and 
*XEULXP¶V  YLHZ WKDW WKH W\SH RI WKH UHVSRQGHQWV¶ DFFRXQWV DQG UHVHDUFKHU¶V
questions result from the respective roles they take, but I also think that reducing 
collected data to a mere respondent/researcher interaction is problematic. Regarding my 
DSSURDFK,WUHDWHGWKHUHVHDUFKHGDVWKHH[SHUWZKLOH,DGRSWHGDOHDUQHU¶VUROHDQGE\
so doing I was not necessarily interacting with the respondents on equal terms. This is 
in accordance with the constructivist approach to collecting data, whereby it is a 
dialectical hermeneutic process involving both the researched as well the researcher. 
Another characteristic that the constructivist approach shares with other approaches 
within the interpretive paradigm is WKDW WKHGDWD DUHQRW µRXW WKHUH¶ LQ WKH ILHOGXS IRU
grabs, but are created, resulting in descriptions, views and perspectives which best fit 
the purpose at hand (Ackroyd and Hughes, 1981; Guba, 1990). As Hammersely (2010: 
554) puts it, such a view towardV GDWD LV EDVHG RQ SXUH µQDLYH IRXQGDWLRQDOLVW
epistemology¶. Consequently, I approached my respondents as purposive actors who 
were socially conscious and who were, accordingly, inter-subjectively engaged in a web 
of social networks. That is, young people are purposive actors because they engage 
meaningfully with opportunity structures and are socially conscious because their 
perceptions of the opportunities available are coloured by their lived experiences, 
individually as much as collectively. So for example, in the former case, I asked the 
young people to comment on how they go about the choice-making process based on 
their individual dispositions; and in the latter, their views on the role of significant 
others in their choices.  
Interviewing young people is not an easy task and one of the most difficult aspects of 
getting information from them is to ensure their engagement with the interview process. 
I initially found it rather difficult to get them to elaborate on their responses, which was 
reflected in the transcripts where it appeared that my questions and elaboration of these 
contained more text than their responses. However, as the interviews progressed, I 
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managed to minimise my talk and instead relied on nonverbal communication, or what 
Bernard and 5\DQ   FDOO µWKH VLOHQW SUREH¶ ZKLFK LQFOXGHG QRGGLQJ DQG
making positive noises to encourage them to elaborate on their responses. Moreover, 
ethical considerations were consistently taken into account in terms of the duration of 
the interviews and the way I conducted them (which were more conversational than 
formal) as well as the content of the questions. I interviewed the respondents in their 
natural settings, i.e. in their homes, community centres and cafés, For some female 
respondents, due to their observance of interpretations of Islamic teaching, a condition 
for their participation in the research was to interview them in their homes and in the 
presence of another family member, which was the case for three pairs of respondents. I 
held my interviews in settings convenient to the respondents. Furthermore, using 
interviewing techniques also involved managing the positional differences between the 
researcher and the researched. According to Kvale and Brinkman (2009: 33-34) 
LQWHUYLHZLQJLQDTXDOLWDWLYHVWXG\LQYROYHVµSRZHUDV\PPHWU\EHWZHHQWKHUHVHDUFKHU
DQGWKHUHVHDUFKHG¶DQGEHFDXVHRIWKLVSRZHUDV\PPHWU\WKHUHLVDOZD\VWKHULVNRIWKH
researched expressing what the researcher wants to hear. Kvale and Brinkman suggest 
WKDWWKLVSUREOHPDWLFUHTXLUHVFULWLFDOUHIOHFWLRQRQWKHµUROHRISRZHULQWKHSURGXFWLRQ
of interview knowledge¶ (p. 34). 
3.6 Data analysis  
It needs to be mentioned that, to a certain extent, the formulation of the research 
questions as well as the general research design was influenced by the theoretical 
perspective adopted. However, this only provided a general framework for guiding my 
thinking and hence, this did not interfere with the emergence of the themes. As Glaser 
and Strauss (1967: 46) argue, conviction about a particular theoretical perspective can 
SRWHQWLDOO\EHµGRFWULQDLUH¶LQWKDWLWGHOLPLWVWKHHPHUJLQJSHUVSHFWLYHV&RQVHTXHQWO\
in my attempt to unpack processes undeUO\LQJ\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHELRJUDSKLHVZLWKLQ
the context of their community and contemporary youth subcultures, I adopted a 
grounded theory approach and kept the study open (Charmaz, 2006; Glasser and 
Strauss, 1967). That is, the themes emerging from the individual interviews were first 
compared between the individual accounts to identify any specific patterns of the ways 
in which Somali young people go about planning their lives. The major themes 
emerging from their accounts were compared to those of the key informants. The aim 
here was to compare the experiences, perceptions and views of the two groups of 
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respondents. Subsequently, I drew together findings and insights gained from the 
analysis of the two sets of data (young people and community organisation participants) 
and carried out further analyses in the context of the tentative theoretical model 
developed earlier and in the context of available empirical research. However, despite 
the fact that grounded theory advocates that researchers should not be carrying out data 
collection from an established philosophical or theoretical perspective, it is never 
possible to adopt a '$/06$.*$&$ approach to data collection, that is, it is never devoid of 
theoretical perspectives (Usher, 1996). Hence, the theoretical conceptualisations of the 
reproduction thesis, social capital perspectives and discourses related to the role of 
subjectivities in the construction of choice biographies discussed in Chapter 2 all have a 
bearing on the data analysis. 
The process of analysing data involved a continuous synthesising of ideas and 
identifying patterns in the data, both while collecting as well as while analysing the 
transcripts. In addition, it involved a rigorous reading and understanding of the data 
before generating categories across the different individual accounts, but also within 
HDFKLQGLYLGXDODFFRXQW,WLVDOVRLPSRUWDQWWRQRWHWKDWµFRQFHSWVVKRXOGHDUQWKHLUZD\
LQWRWKHUHVHDUFKUDWKHUWKDQEHLPSRVHGRQLW¶6WUDXVVDQG&RUELQ*HWWLQJ
the gist of the interviews requires multiple listening, not only for what is verbally 
expressed, but also for nuances, stresses and meanings expressed non-verbally. This 
PLFURDQDO\VLVRIGDWD6WUDXVVDQG&RUELQLQYROYHVOLVWHQLQJFORVHO\WRµWKH
respondHQWV¶ DFFRXQWV DQG KRZ WKH\ QDUUDWH WKHLU H[SHULHQFHV¶ (p. 65). I found that 
multiple listening offered a better picture of what was being said as well as what was 
not stated but implied in the different forms of discourse, such as via silences, pauses 
and laughs too. Moreover, as Hammersley and Atkinson (2007: 162) note, this helps the 
researcher become familiar with their data. As Silverman (2001: 163) points out, even a 
pause that is longer than anticipated, or replying in silence are parts of the intricacies of 
WKHUHVSRQGHQWV¶ZD\VRIHQJDJLQJZLWKWKHWRSLFDWKDQG 
 
This approach to analysing from the outset has the advantage of capturing emerging 
ideas that are more grounded in the data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) than based on 
previous knowledge from the existing literature. It has also a second advantage: it helps 
the researcher familiarise himself or herself with the immense quantity of data 
generated through the fieldwork, thereby reducing the risk of collecting unnecessary 
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data that exceeds research objectives (Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 12). I kept a record of 
unfolding insights and emerging themes through memo writing, which is a crucial step 
in data analysis and in generating grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss and Corbin, 
1998). In the memos, I produced descriptive narrative accounts of the respondents and 
the themes from the individual interviews and reduced these to a few key theoretical 
concepts which, taken together, generated a more abstract set of theoretical themes. This 
form of analysing individual cases made it possible to compare across cases. This 
strategy also helped with modifying, redrafting and fine-tuning the data collection. The 
guiding principle of data analysis was to tease out mundane processes underlying the 
UHVSRQGHQWV¶views.  
 
Hence, like the development of a methodological stance, choosing a strategy for data 
analysis needs to be determined in light of competing alternatives (Kvale and Brinkman, 
2009) and in order to choose between the available options, I used my research aims as 
the principal guide. In the case of this study, the aim was to map out processes 
underlying the way young people go about making choices within the context of their 
ethnic minority community relations, with data collected through in-depth and semi-
structured qualitative interviews covering personal experiences, immigration narratives, 
perceptions, identities and ambitions. Secondly, my choice of data analysis techniques 
was informed by the material available for analysis: textual data. In line with the nature 
of the available material, the strategy for analysing the collected data mainly drew on 
the principles of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss and Corbin, 1998) and 
thematic analysis (Agar, 1979; Braun and Clarck, 2006; Ely, Ruth, Downing and Anzul, 
1997)$WWKHFHQWUHRIWKHJURXQGHGDSSURDFKLVWKHDQDO\WLFDOSURFHVVFDOOHGµFRGLQJ¶
which involves a way of reducing and conceptualising data to develop concepts that 
serve as the building blocks of theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Thematic analysis is a 
way of finding patterns in the data and dissecting central ideas within them. I used 
thematic analysis and coding of the grounded theory approach in a complementary way, 
for the key steps in the latter, such as coding, categorising and conceptualising, are 
similarly used in the former (Ayres, 2008; Braun and Clarck, 2006). 
Many of my initial theoretical conceptualisations about the research have changed. This 
is reflected in the literature review, which I wrote after the data analysis and which I 
redrafted to help situate the themes emerging from the research better. By way of 
explanation, right from the start of this research journey (Mackenzie and Ling, 2009), I 
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have been grappling with identifying theoretical frameworks that could highlight the 
processes underlying youth transition. I have always been fascinated by how %"$&-(*"4 
Somali communities in Europe and North America have been fitting in and faring in 
their adopted homelands. My interest was initially limited to community level processes 
and consequently, I initially looked to social capital theory. However, later I came to the 
understanding that social capital, as a theoretical framework for analysing how social 
actors negotiate micro-macro duality, is but one guide, albeit an important one. 
7KURXJKRXW WKH µUHVHDUFK MRXUQH\¶ ZKLFK LQYROYHG UHIOHFWLRQ DQG FULWLFDO GLVFXVVLRQ
with my supervisors, I have come to realise the limitations of a commitment to just one 
theoretical perspective. Hence, I have adopted a more open and evolving grounded 
theory approach. Moreover, it has appeared that other theoretical perspectives could 
KDYHDEHDULQJRQH[SODLQLQJWKHIRUPDWLRQRI\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHELRJUDSKLHV7KHVH
LQFOXGH%RXUGLHX¶V#$/"'0&, which can be deployed as a framework for understanding 
how social actions are negotiated by straddling objective structures and subjective 
experiences (Sewell, 1992). Other processes that underpin the formation of aspirations 
include the developmental dimensions, i.e. the role of age and the role of human 
agency. This change in my original thoughts is now reflected in the literature review. 
However, I have remained cautious about the ambitious connotations of grounded 
theory and instead, I have drawn on ethnographic principles where the focus is on thick 
description (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007) ZLWK WKH DLP RI µHOLFLWLQJ PHDQLQJV¶
/H&RPSWH DQG 3UHLVVOH   7KDW LV WKLV UHVHDUFK VHHNV WR HOLFLW µH[SODQDWRU\
reODWLRQVKLSV¶ 6WDNH   DQG LGHQWLI\ SDWWHUQV LQ WKH PHVV\ DQG FRPSOH[
processes of human interaction. While the more critical ethnographic technique offers a 
possibility for an extensive descriptive and interpretive effort to explain complexities 
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007), the grounded approach focuses on the generation of 
theoretical insights grounded inductively in the data. Description, according to 
Hammersley (1998), is a form of an argument in ethnographic studies, but it is not 
sufficient in itself and it should be used as means for explanations, generalisations and 
theorizing (p. 47). Although interpretive studies are often limited to description and 
H[SODQDWLRQ S  µJHQHUDOLVDWLRQV RU WKHRUHWLFDO FODLPV¶ DUH DOVR QRW XQFRPPRQ LQ
ethnographic studies (p. 35). Some critics suggest, however, that descriptions are often 
selective in that they are used to highlight particular features that serve particular aims 
(p. 47). Hammersley (1992) defends the descriptive character of ethnographic studies, 
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DUJXLQJ WKDW WKH VFHSWLF¶V GLVPLVVDO RI GHVFULSWLYH UHVHDUFK DPRXQWV WR FODLPLQJ WKDW
KLVWRU\ KDV QRWKLQJ WR WHOO XV%DOO HW DO   LQ WKHLU VWXG\ RI \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
post-16 career decisions write that in their data analysis and presentation they deploy 
WKH µODQJXDJH RI GHVFULSWLRQ¶ WR FDSWXUH WKH G\QDPLF QDWXUH RI WKHLU VXEMHFWV¶ OLIH
experiences. In the following, I continue to present a discussion of the procedures I 
followed for analysing my data.  
I began the data analysis by first transcribing the interviews verbatim, although in a few 
cases I slightly edited them for grammar where necessary, placing the edited text 
between square brackets. After the first couple of transcriptions, I found the task of 
transcribing so laborious that I resorted to the Dragon Naturally Speaking (DNS) 
software, which is not transcribing software, but a speech recognition tool. Using it was 
not straightforward, because while listening to the interview audiotapes with 
headphones, I had to dictate into the microphone. Because of some inaccuracies, some 
typing and correction were needed afterwards, but I found it functional. I then coded the 
transcripts based on the grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss and Corbin, 
1998). See Appendix G for an example of a coded interview. As part of the coding 
process, I listened to the interviews repeatedly until I became familiar with them and 
noted down insights and themes as they emerged.  
The initial coding and was limited to a mere description of the transcripts reflecting 
topics and actions (Charmaz, 2006: 48). With this approach, coding is an essential part 
of the data analysis in that the codes are the thinking tools with which to make sense of 
the data. 6RPH RI WKH FRGHV ZHUH µVHQWLWL]LQJ FRQFHSWV¶ %OXPHU 954) drawn from 
literature, while others emerged from the transcripts through in-vivo coding. Wherever 
relevant, I drew on impressions gained from the interview site that resonated with the 
emerging themes, with the aim being to capture other meaning-making non-verbal 
expressions. I found embedding data analysis within the context of data collection 
crucial for the generation of insight grounded in the data. Such embedding is crucial 
because there were some data that could not be captured through interviewing. Some 
examples of this are manifest in the nuances expressed in spontaneity or answering 
HLWKHU WKURXJK µVLOHQFH¶ RU µJHVWXULQJ¶ , VD\ µPDLQO\¶ EHFDXVH PDNLQJ VHQVH RI WKH
interview transcripts cannot be isolated from the context of the interviews themselves.  
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Secondly, I coded the transcripts more analytically so as to identify the central themes 
of the stories of the individual respondents. Central to this thematising process is a 
distilling of the essence of the individual interviews and pulling out their core ideas 
through iteratively comparing and contrasting so as to identify patterns and regularities 
in the data. This involves a process of using some key sensitising concepts, reducing 
chunks of data to segments that capture their essence and abstracting what the data are 
indicating in terms of constructing a general picture from the individual accounts or 
generating theoretical ideas (Blumer, 1954; Coffey and Atkinson, 1996; Hammersley 
and Atkinson, 2007; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Rubin and Rubin, 2005; Strauss and 
Corbin, 1998). Subsequently, I compared the codes from the different interviews, 
looking for patterns, and then grouped emerging themes with close similarities to form 
the main categories. I read the codes several times, locating texts within which these 
codes appeared. 
 
Following this, I described first the emerging patterns and then compared and contrasted 
how far these themes were consistent both internally as well as externally with the 
existing research literature. For example, in the case of the ways in which young people 
go about their educational and career choice-making I was inspired by the work of Ball 
et al. (1999, 2000) in the generation of the different categories. I differentiated three 
broadly defined strategies of engaging with educational and career choice-making, 
which I thematised into three categories of choosers. I clustered young people whose 
accounts showed features such as µRSWLPLVP¶ GHWHUPLQLVP¶ µVWURQJ DJHQF\¶ and a 
µVHQVH RI EHLQJ LQ FRQWURO¶ into the category RI µidealistic choosers¶ This group of 
young people shared the belief ± an overarching theme throughout the data ± that 
individual effort is all that is needed to realise one¶V DPELWLRQVA second category I 
differentiated is contingent choosers, which shDUHGWKHWKHPHVRIµ,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWGR
QRZ¶ µ,ZLOOVHHKRZLWJRHV¶ µLWGHSHQGV¶ µRQHVWHSDWD WLPH¶ DQGµkeeping options 
RSHQ¶7KH WKLUGFDWHJRU\RI\RXQJSHRSOH LGHQWLILHGconsists of those who shared the 
WKHPHV RI µVHQVH RI SRZHUOHVVQHVV¶ µIHHOLQJ VWXFN¶ µVXVSHQGLQJ IXWXUHV¶ µHPEUDFLQJ
QHZRSSRUWXQLWLHV¶and µDGMXVWLQJDVSLUDWLRQWRRSSRUWXQLWLHV¶. I grouped them together 
DQGFDOOHG WKHP µFRQWH[WXDO FKRRVHUV¶, because, whether they were in employment or 
unemployed, they shared the overarching WKHPH RI µUHVSRQGLQJ WR FRQWH[WXDO
LQIOXHQFHV¶, though they differed in their responses. They, however, differed in the ways 
they responded to the contextual influences and I differentiated two sub-categories: 
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becoming apathetic and finding a new niche in the labour market (cf. Chapters 6, 7 and 










further education, all the way till I graduate from 
XQLYHUVLW\«*HWWLQJDGRFWRU¶VGHJUHH¶. (Hassan, 15) 
! Strong agency  
 
µ,WZLOOZRUNRXW IRUPH. I am not those kind of people 
who go down easily¶<RXVVXI 
 Commitment  µ, GRQ¶W ZDQW WR ZDVWH P\ WLPH DQ\PRUH RU ZRQGHU
aimlessly through life¶. (Farah, 21).!
 Not knowing 
 
µ>:@KHQLWFDPHWRFKRRVLQJOLNHZKDW,ZDQWHGWRGRIRU
A-levels, it was really hard for me becausH,ZDVOLNHµ,
GRQ¶W UHDOO\ NQRZZKDW WR FKRRVH¶ &RV \RX NQRZ \RX












chose, I might be doing business in future life, and PE I 
chose because I enjoy it¶. (Kaysar, 15) 
 
 Immediacy of 
the present!
µ6R,MXVWKDGWRfind something I like to pick before the 












µ>7R@ EHFRPH D WHDFKHU EDVLFDOO\ \RX QHHG WR KDYH D
degree, innit"7KHUHLV,GRQ¶WWKLQN\RXFDQJHWDGHJUHH
in teaching¶. (Anisa, 23) 
! Finding a new 
niche 
µThat is when I started to get passion and interest for 
teaching and this is when I sWDUWHGWR WKLQNDERXWµ+H\
\RXNQRZZKDW\RXFDQDFWXDOO\EHDWHDFKHU¶$QGWKDW





not received that email this email, I would not have 






The different categories of choosers are reasonably distinct. However, it still remained 
difficult to fit respondents neatly into exclusive and static categories. This difficulty 
UHIOHFWVWKHFRPSOH[LW\RI\RXQJSHRSOH¶VOLYHV and hence, the categorisation I present in 
WKLV VWXG\ LV FKDUDFWHULVHG E\ D FHUWDLQ GHJUHH RI IOXLGLW\ %XLOGLQJ RQ %DOO HW DO¶V
FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQV,VXJJHVWWKDWIRUH[DPSOHWKHWKHPHRIµRSWLPLVP¶that features in 
WKH DFFRXQWV RI WKH UHVSRQGHQWV LV UHODWHG WR WKH WZR GLPHQVLRQV RI µDJH¶ DQG
µLPPLJUDWLRQ ELRJUDSKLHV¶ ,Q WKH IRUPHU , VXJJHVW WKDW RSWLPLVP UHIOHFWV ZKDW
Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) call the µKRUL]RQIRUDFWLRQ¶, that is, the young peRSOH¶V
outlook at school-leaving age is limited by their lack of lived experience. I looked at the 
UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ WKHVH WKHPHV DQG WKH UHVSRQGHQWV¶ OLIH VWDJH DQG IRXQG WKDW, 
generally, WKH\RXQJHUWKH\DUHWKHPRUHµagentic¶WKH\DUHDQGDVLPLODURptimism could 
be identfied with newly arrived immigrant young people. What these two sub-themes 
VKDUHGZDVWKHWKHPHRIµOLYHGH[SHULHQFH¶  
Moreover, I compared themes emerging from the individual interviews to one another to 
extract notable patterns. While analysing the data I tried to remain close to the individual 
narratives, while dissecting themes that transcended individual accounts. For example, I 
compared the responses from the school-aged or early post-16 aged young people with 
university-aged students for similarities and differences on the questions asked, while 
also comparing the views of the young people according to their level of social 
relationship with members of the Somali community. The second dimension emerging 
from this study is that the idealistic ambitions reflect the self-betterment ideals that 
underpin migration. The difficulty with this process, however, is that in most cases 
HPHUJLQJWKHPHVFXWDFURVVERXQGDULHV)RUH[DPSOHWKHWKHPHRIµDJHQF\¶that appears 
to be dominant in the idealistic choosers also appears to cut across the different 
categories. 
 
3.7 Reflections on the ethical dimensions of the research process  
It is crucial to conclude this chapter by discussing some core issues pertaining to the 
ethical concerns of the reVHDUFK WKDW , ZDV FRQIURQWHG ZLWK 7KH WKHPH RI µHWKLFDO
FRQVLGHUDWLRQV¶LVUHFXUUHQWLQWKHOLWHUDWXUHRQFRQGXFWLQJUHVHDUFKZLWKKXPDQVXEMHFWV
(de Vaus, 2001). At the heart of ethical considerations are the necessity and importance 
of: 1) informing the research participants of the research aims; 2) not causing 
inconvenience for the researched in any shape or form; 3) treating them with respect and 





informed consent froPWKHP+RZHYHUZKLOH WKHVHDUHHVVHQWLDO UHVHDUFKµULWXDOV¶P\
study involved two more ethical issues. The first is the normative assumptions 
implicated in the nature of my research, which I have already discussed in Section 3.1 of 
this chapter. That is, I was aware that underlying the key concepts in this research, such 
as education, choice-making, community relations etc., were powerful assumptions 
loaded with their own contested meanings. The second ethical concern was related to my 
membership of the researched community, regarding which, I was confronted with three 
major challenges: researching a polarised community, the problem of being an insider-
researcher (Kusow, 2003) and my position as a researcher, all of which I cover in detail 
next. 




rejection of an established and historical identity for others, because of the political 
conflict in Somalia. This has profound implications for shared identity, whereby 
PHPRULHVRI WKHµKRPHFRXQWU\¶KDYHFRPHWRHYRNHQHJDWLYH LPDJHV$V ,GLVFXVV LQ
Chapter 4, relations among the Somali diaspora community are highly politicised. Since 
I am a member of this community, I am positioned in this polarised community 
landscape and therefore, my engagement with this research has some profound ethical 
dilemmas for me as a researcher. That is, since some of the topics of my research had to 
do with these polarised community relations, I had to be extra-vigilant when 
approaching the participants regarding these topics. To avoid the problem of becoming 
SRVLWLRQHG LQ WKH SRODULVHG FRPPXQLW\ UHODWLRQV , DGRSWHG D µFULWLFDO VHQVLWLYLW\¶
approach (Cooper, 2001: 11) when phrasing the interview questions as well as in the 
way in which I have presented research findings. For example in this regard, I used the 
FRQFHSWRIµKRPHFRXQWU\¶LQDQHXWUDOZD\WRUHIHUWRZKHUHVRPHRQHRULJLQDWHGIURP
In fact, as will become apparent in the empirical chapters, this concept had different 
meanings for the young people born or raised in the diaspora and hence, this lack of 
prejudgment bore fruit in the analysis. 
Moreover, I conducted the interviews in English and only in Somali with three 
community leaders and four young people who had recently arrived in the UK, whose 
ODQJXDJHVNLOOVZHUHOLPLWHG$FFRUGLQJWR7HPSOHDQG(GZDUGVµODQJXDJHLV





hence can be used for either excluding or including others¶. By conducting the 
interviews in English, I sought a non-MXGJPHQWDO µFRPPRQDOLW\¶ZLWKP\ UHVSRQGHQWV
which spared me from being positioned in the polarised Somali community relations 
mentioned above (cf. Chapters 1 and 4). However, in the few aforementioned cases 
ZKHUH,KDGWRXVHWKH6RPDOLODQJXDJH,KDGDFFHVVWRWKHµDFFXPXODWHGDQGSDUWLFXODU
FXOWXUDO VRFLDO DQG SROLWLFDOPHDQLQJV¶ S  WKDW RWKHUZLVHZRXOG KDYH EHHQ ORVW LQ
WUDQVODWLRQ IRU DV 7HPSOH DQG (GZDUGV DUJXH µ>O@DQJXDJH LV DQ LPSRUWDQW SDrt of 
conceptualisation, incorporating values and beliefs, not just a tool or technical label for 
conveying concepts¶ (p. 5).  
Second, I found that my sharing a common culture with the researched was helpful in 
my making sense of the subtleties and nuances, for it facilitated my data collection and 
enriched my analysis. However, my membership of the researched community entailed 
WKHULVNRIIDOOLQJLQWRWKHWUDSRIZKDW(O\HWDOFDOOµEOLQGHUVRIIDPLOLDULW\¶. 
In order to avoid this problem, I DSSURDFKHG WKH UHVHDUFK E\ DGRSWLQJ D µVWUDQJHU¶
attitude, through which, following Schuetz (1944: 500), I was aware of the need for 
critical questioning of the commonly held views, assertions and common explanations 
for the issues raised. However, I remained aware of the inevitability of researcher bias, 
for much as most researchers would like to achieve objectivity and impartiality in data 
collection and analysis, it remains hard to do so, for it is impossible for their interpretive 
scheme not to enter the focal activity (Charmaz, 2006; Gewirtz and Cribb, 2006). In 
general, my awareness of these pitfalls, and my adoption of a grounded approach and 
critical stance have helped me remain open to emerging themes.  
Gaining access to and the trust of the target population were less problematic in some 
cases than others. With some organisations, there was some fear and suspicion about the 
data to be collected. For these organisations I had to certify and give assurances that the 
data were being used merely for my doctoral research. It took longer than anticipated 
with these gatekeepers and there were instances where I had to give up after several 
attempts to negotiate entry. This difficulty with negotiating entry was partly to do with a 
kind of funding insecurity, while with some organisations I was unable to interview 
people I wanted to interview. I had to carefully manage my researcher position in the 
context of my sharing Somali community membership with the researched. To manage 
these tensions, I have adopted a research paradigm that accommodates 
researcher/researched fluidity since each is likely to interpret the same phenomenon 





all knowledge claims are perspective-bound and thus both the researcher and those 
researched add a different perspective to the generation of knowledge (Alexander, 2011; 
Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Giddens, 1976). 
Third, I share many similarities including those implicated in the migration narratives. 
That is, like some of the respondents, I have experienced multiple migration and have 
come to resettle in the UK as a secondary migrant and in that respect this research 
involved the risk of becoming a project of self-researching and addressing the question 
RI µZKDWZRXOG ,KDYHGRQH LQ VXFKVLWXDWLRQV¶+RZHYHUPXFKPRUH FKDOOHQJLQJZDV
how my research participants perceived me. Most gatekeepers greeted my request for 
LQSXWZLWKHQWKXVLDVPLQWKHVHQVHRIµILQDOO\WKHUHLVVRPHRQHZKRFDQWHOOXVZKDWZH
are doing wrong¶. Particularly in the case of the respondents under the age of sixteen 
where I sought consent from their parents, there was the expectation that I would 
provide advice either for the research participants themselves or for their parents. Some 
SDUHQWVHYHQDVNHGDERXWWKHDGYDQWDJHVRIWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VSDUWLFLSDWLRQLQWKHUHVHDUFK
and, thus, it emerged that the information letter I prepared explaining my research 
objectives was insufficient. Moreover, with some of the older respondents, there was the 
IHDURIµUHVHDUFKHUMXGJHPHQWDOLW\¶ZKLFKDSSHDUHGWREHUHODWHGWRP\VRFLDOSRVLWLRQDV
a researcher where knowledge/power is implicated. To summarise, I have kept the 
research process open and evolving, for initial thoughts regarding the study changed 
significantly as I went through the process. I have explained that researching young 








Chapter 4: Dynamics of the Researched Community 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter sheds light on the dynamics of the researched community. By highlighting 
the resettlement trajectories of the Somali community in the UK and the key definers of 
this process, it describes the context within which young people construct their 
identities, aspirations and orientations. The discussion revolves around three interlinked 
themes. First, I discuss an emerging transnationalism that involves a shift in orientation 
more towards a permanent residency in place of a return to the country of origin. I argue 
that this shift is partly related to the coming-of-age of Somali children in the diaspora, 
the conflict and control ensuing from intergenerational differences and resultant attempts 
of the parent generation to monitor and steer the acculturation process of their children. I 
suggest that children are catalysts in this process. Second, I discuss the context of the 
host society, within which members of the emerging Somali community negotiate their 
sense of belonging and the implications of the protracted political instability in the home 
country in terms of return plans. I argue that the context within which Somali families 
are raising their children throws up unprecedented challenges, and with this new concern 
many first-generation Somalis have too much vested in the here-and-now to be 
concerned about their return plans. In the final section, I discuss how pre-migration 
narratives of the Somali community and the paradoxes that characterise community 
relations in the host country as well as post-migration experiences shape the ways in 
which members of this community negotiate belonging in the host society, while at the 
same time re-enacting social practices carried over from the country of origin.  
 
The aim of this chapter is to introduce the researched community and set the scene for 
the context within which young Somali young people construct their choice biographies. 
I suggest that the three inter-related themes of emerging transnationalism, the receiving 
context of the host society and the historical pre-migration narratives of the Somali 
FRPPXQLW\ LQIRUP IDPLO\ GHFLVLRQ DQG \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V FKRLFH WUDMHFWRULHV 7KH
interaction of these factors is dynamic and complex. I will, for example, show that the 
shift towards permanent residency is partly related to the fact that education is 
LQFUHDVLQJO\UHSODFLQJWKHROGµUHWXUQSODQV¶DV WKHQHZµIDPLO\SURMHFW¶. I discuss how 
young people incorporate values and orientations towards education received through 
family interactions, and how they engage with education as a way of enhancing their 





Moreover, I show how ambition is embedded in migration, since this very process is 
associated with self-betterment, a theme I develop further in subsequent chapters. The 
implications of the discussion presented in this chapter for the ways in which Somali 
young people engage with the education process in the here-and-now will be dealt with 
in Chapters 6, 7 and 8. 
4.2 Emerging transnationalism  
When the first generation Somalis came to Britain in the late 80s their arrival was not 
meant to start a life of permanent residency in exile, but was perceived as a temporary 
sojourn to last until the political situation in the home country would go back to 
QRUPDOLW\ WKXV PDNLQJ LW VDIH HQRXJK IRU WKHP WR UHWXUQ µKRPH¶ 1RZ ZLWK WKHLU
children coming of age in the diaspora and the continuing political instability in the 
home country, there has been a shift of orientation in the ethos of the community, and as 
, ZLOO GLVFXVV IXUWKHU LQ WKH QH[W FKDSWHU WKH LGHDV RI µKRPH¶ DQG EHORQJLQJ KDYH
received new meanings. What emerges from the accounts of the interviewed community 




This emerging transnationalism is strongly mediated by two competing processes: the 
children coming-of-age in the diaspora, on the one hand, and the tendency of first 
generation Somalis to maintain links with their native heritage, one the other. I will 
explain how these processes come to shape the emerging transnationalism; transnational 
in the sense of permanent settlement in the host country while maintaining links with the 
country of origin. To begin with, children coming of age in the diaspora increasingly 
FODLPDµVD\¶ LQ IDPLO\DIIDLUV LQFOXGLQJGHFLVLRQVRQ WKHIXWXUH7KHPDMRrity of these 
young people have known no other country than the host country or only have vague 
memories of their country of descent and consequently, for most of them, the 
µJHRJUDSKLFDOEHORQJLQJ¶Fangen, 2007a) is in the host country because: 
 
[For] a young person who is born here or who is brought here from a young age 
>«@JRLQJEDFNDQGHVWDEOLVKLQJDQHZ OLIH LQ6RPDOLD LV D ORQJGUHDP ,W LV D





Houssein predicts that, with timHHPRWLRQDOOLQNVZLWKWKHQDWLYHFRXQWU\µZLOOGLPLQLVK¶
in subsequent generations. The intergenerational continuity of maintaining emotional 
connection with the native country often proves to be problematic. For instance, by 
virtue of their age and because of the contemporary neoliberal context that puts 
emphasis on individual liberty, autonomy and self-actualisation young people are less 
likely to be moved by a strong sense of a collective self-constituted through shared 
historical narratives, which revolve around an imagined native country. Furthermore, as 
Yassin, a 17-year-ROG \RXQJ SHUVRQ KDV SXW LW µWKH\ >\RXQJ SHRSOH@ DUH GLIIHUHQW
REYLRXVO\¶EXWIRUWKHPDMRULW\RIFRPPXQLW\OHDGHUVWKHUHLVWKHSHUFHSWLRQWKDW\RXQJ
SHRSOHµODFNHPRWLRQDODWWDFKPHQW¶+RXVVHLQWRWKHFRXQWU\RIGHVFHQWDQGWKXVKDYH
QR µPHDQLQJIXO SDVW¶ -HQNLQV   DQG DV VXFK ODFN DQ\ FRQFHSWLRQ RI WKH ORVW
µKRPHODQG¶ :LWK WKH WUDQVLWLRQ SURFHVV LQWR DGXOWKRRG WKH\ KDYH HQRXJK WR EH
concerned about. Jenkins (2008: 48) DUJXHVWKDWµIRUPDNLQJVHQVHRIWKHKHUH-and-now 
one draws upon the past¶. However, the concern raised by community workers is that 
6RPDOL\RXQJSHRSOHERUQRUUDLVHGLQWKHGLDVSRUDPLVVFUXFLDOOLQNVZLWKWKHµSDVW¶LH
links with the native country. This concern about the discontinuity of native cultural 
heritage contributes to the emerging transnationalism. Moreover, the decline in the 
geographical identification with the native country is in part what drives many first 
generation Somalis, including community workers, to engage consciously with the 
transnationalisation process (more on this point in the next section). Houssein notes: 
 
[W]e talk about issues affecting their home country. We ask them challenging 
TXHVWLRQV OLNH µ:K\ DUH \RX KHUH"¶:H VHe their reflection, their opinion and 
ZKDWFRQWULEXWLRQWKH\ZDQWWRPDNHOLNHµ:LOO\RXEHFRPHDGRFWRU"¶:HWU\WR
create awareness indirectly that they can make a difference and that they are part 
RI D FRPPXQLW\ « 7KH\ DUH QRW KHUH E\ FKDQFH WKH\ DUH here because of 
circumstances ... (Houssein, tutor/community worker) 
For most community workers like Houssein, the preservation of cultural heritage has 
become a priority for the parent generation. There is much focus on an interlinked 
education and cultural identity and the role of these two factors in facilitating positive 
incorporation in the host society; indeed, instead of working on their return dreams, the 
parent generation now, in many cases, is having to deal with new emergent problems of 
their grRZLQJXSSURJHQ\+XVVDLQ¶VFRQFHUQVUHODWHWRWKHWUDQVLWLRQDOOLIHRIWKH6RPDOL





to maintain links with the native country and the lack of practical meaning of these links 
for the younger generation.  
 
A key dimension of this theme of emerging transnationalism is the role of children. In 
WKHHDUO\VWDJHVRIUHVHWWOHPHQW LQ WKH8.6RPDOLFKLOGUHQ¶VDFFXOWXUDWLRQSURFHVVZDV
largely defined by what their foreign-born parents imparted to them, which in turn was 
ERXQGXSZLWK WKH ODWWHU¶V IDPLOLDULW\ZLWK WKHFRQWH[WXDO VLWXDWLRQRI WKHKRVW VRFLHW\
However, lately their role in this process has decreased, because with their linguistic 
competency Somali young people coming-of-age in the diaspora are exposed to wider 
contextual influences. As they mature, they assume more responsibility for their future 
including what they call home. Most Somali young people who are either born or raised 




someone who was born in Amsterdam, raised in London. If I am honest we 
ZHQWEDFNWR6RPDOLD6RPDOLODQG>LQ@«IRUWZRPRQWKV,ZLOOEHKRQHVW
probably two worst months of my life. I could not adapt. The water, the weather 
... The water was just making me sick. I was throwing up everyday. The land 
was just too dry. I just could not get used to it. (Khadar, 22, university gap year 
student, male) 
 
Thus, while the maturing young increasingly identify themselves with the host society, 
WKHLU DJHLQJ SDUHQWV KDYH OLPLWHG FKRLFHV RWKHU WKDQ WR µPHHW WKHLU FKLOGUHQ KDOIZD\¶
(Shamsa, community worker) as a way of monitoring their acculturation process (Berry, 
2005; Portes and Rumbaut, 2001). Commenting on this intergenerational divergence, 
Portes et al. (2005) suggest that immigrant parents lose the control to influence their 
FKLOGUHQ µZKHQ FRQIURQWHG ZLWK WKH VXVWDLQHG FKDOOHQJHV RI GHYLDQW OLIHVW\OHV PHGLD-
driven consumerism, and peer influences¶ (p. 1013). This intergenerational difference is 
bound up with the factors of conflict and control that exacerbate the divergence in 
orientation towards the country of descent and the country of resettlement. Therefore, 
WKH EHVW WKH SDUHQW JHQHUDWLRQ FDQ KRSH IRU IRU WKH \RXQJHU JHQHUDWLRQ¶V VDNH LV D
µWUDQVQDWLRQDO¶LQFRUSRUation into the host society. However, emerging transnationalism 
involves more than practical engagement with the native country. Native cultural 





So from the perspective of the first generation Somalis, transnationalism maintains this 
heritage, but transnationalism is also maintained by the process of multiculturalism. As 
Kasim noted: 
[T]he challenge is in the multicultural society there is always that question of 
µZKHUH \RX FRPH IURP"¶ 7KHUH LV GLIIHUHQFH RI FRORXU WKHUH LV GLIIHUHQFH RI
religion. At the schools they [attend] there is always an international day. There 
[are] always questions about background and culture. (Kasim, community 
worker) 
 
For Kasim, the emotionDOERQGZLWK WKHQDWLYH FRXQWU\ µZLOOQHYHUJRDZD\¶EHFDXVH
the very idea of multiculturalism itself engenders the idea of different transnational 
origins, which in the end contributes to the evolving transitional narratives of identity 
and belonging. In this respect, transnational links are maintained not only through the 
active choice of the immigrant community, but also by the multicultural discourses in 
the UK host society. 
 
While parents remain concerned with the preservation of their native culture and are 
trying their best to give frames of meaning, the children are inclined to undermine the 
very cultural boundaries parents are committed to preserve. Here, the resultant shift 
towards a more permanent residency in the UK is best illustrated by an increased 
emphasis on education in recent years. For the participating community leaders, the 
popularity of private tutoring indicates the shift in orientation towards better engagement 
with the opportunity structures on the part of the Somali community. However, it has to 
be noted that increased investment in education does not necessarily act as a substitute 
IRUWKHSDUHQWJHQHUDWLRQ¶VOR\DOW\WRZDUGVWKHLUFRXQWU\RIGHVFHQWIRULWLVDVWUDWHJ\WR
ERRVW WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V KXPDQ FDSLWDO DQG DIIHFW WKHLU RXWcomes in the here-and-now. 
Since the process of helping children through the education trajectory involves time 
commitment on the part of parents, they are effectively suspending their plans to return 
home, even if only temporarily, until their children complete their studies. However, 
VLQFHVHHLQJWKHLUILUVWFKLOGWKURXJKXQLYHUVLW\SRWHQWLDOO\OHDGVWRIXUWKHUµUROHUHYHUVDO¶
in Somali families, the hope of returning home for the majority of the parent generation, 
inevitably, is going to become increasingly unrealistic. The situation is further 
compounded where parents have large numbers of children requiring help to get them 





Transnationalism then entails a shift towards a more permanent residency and a parallel 
struggle for the parent generation in maintaining their cultural identity, ensuring 
continuity, and managing the adaptation process of their children who are born and/or 
raised in the diaspora. However, the coming-of-age of the Somali young people in the 
diaspora is not the only factor in the emergence of transnationalism as another key 
aspect is the dynamics in the native country. These include the ongoing political 
instability in the country of origin, which similarly contributes to the emerging 
transitional narratives and to the changing orientation towards the host country. For 
Sirad, a community worker and tutor, the option of returning to the country of origin 
UHPDLQVRQO\DGUHDPIRUPRVWFKLOGUHQµ:KHQ,JURZXSDQGJHWHQRXJKPRQH\,ZLOO
go back¶ ,Q6LUDG¶VYLHZ, this return aspiration is rendered difficult to achieve by the 
continuation of the context of departure of the first generation, that is, a shift towards 
longer settlement is made necessary by the ongoing political instability in the country of 
RULJLQµin Somalia there is no functioning government particularly in the South, but in 
the North, Somaliland, they are doing well¶6LUDGFRQWLQXHVWRVWDWHµ,GRQ¶WHQFRXUDJH
them to go back because there is a war, but I encourage them to become visible here in 
the UK and build their future¶. Like most other participants in this research, Sirad 
remains positive about the social mobility of Somali young people. 
7KHQHHGIRUDµWUDQVQDWLRQDOOLIH¶SDUWO\DULVHVRXWRIWKHWHQGHQF\RIWKHILUVWJHQHUDWLRQ
immigrants being obliged to support financially their kin in the home country. The 
emerging transnationalism manifests itself in the fact that the majority of the parent 
generation maintain links with the country of origin through the monies they provide to 
their relatives left behind in the country of origin. As such, the emerging 
transnationalism is experienced in negative terms, that is, it has detrimental implications 
for the resettlement process of the Somali community. First, transnational links have a 
socioeconomic impact on immigrant families trying to make ends meet, whereby they 
DIIHFW WKHLU FDSDELOLWLHV RI HVWDEOLVKLQJ WKHPVHOYHV LQ WKH KRVW FRXQWU\ µEHFDXVH LI
parents get calls from back home from their family members who stay behind asking for 
support, LW DIIHFWV FKLOGUHQ KHUH >ILQDQFLDOO\@ DQG HPRWLRQDOO\¶ 6LUDG &RPPXQLW\
Worker). Commenting on the role of remittance, not only in terms of maintaining links 
ZLWKWKHµKRPHFRXQWU\¶EXWDOVRLQUHODWLRQWRVKDSLQJIDPLO\G\QDPLFVLQWKHKHUH-and-
now, Houssein notes: 
In terms of stress level parents are constantly being bombarded with messages 





have no stable family at home, it has obviously implications for the young 
people. (Houssein, tutor/community worker) 
Idriss makes a similar observation, stating that while Somali immigrant families are 
trying to cope with establishing themselves in the host society, they are expected:  
 
to help the displaced and needy family members back home. You can imagine 
JHWWLQJ VRFLDO VHFXULW\ EHQHILWV « DQG \RX KDYH WR VXSSRUW RWKHU IDPLO\
members back home. On top of that you have to hire private tutors for children. 
How can you prioritise those demands? Those challenges are often real and 
influence the choices parents make. (Idriss, community worker) 
 
But on the other hand, maintaining links with the country of origin is arguably both a 
VRODFHWRWKHSDLQRISHUPDQHQWUHVLGHQF\LQWKH8.DQGDQLQGLFDWRUWKDWµWUDQVQDWLRQDO
DFWLYLVP¶+DPPRQGZill continue in the foreseeable future. One can argue that 
transnational involvement offers the best possible negotiated solution for permanent 
residency in the host country. A final dimension associated with the emergence of 
transnational Somali community pertains to the role and popularity of Somali-speaking 
VDWHOOLWHWHOHYLVLRQZKLFK0XVWDIDVD\VµLVKDYLQJDQLPSDFWRQWKHGLDVSRUD¶.  
:H¶YH JRW 8QLYHUVDO 79 WKDW RSHQHG XV XS WR ZKDW JRHV RQ LQ 6RPDOLD
(Choukri, 23, PCGE student, female) 
Choukri notes here. She continued to add: 
 
« you know we were watching Somali TV, me and my mum, the other day. And 
she was basically telling me, how there is not really like. This is something I 
really would love in Somalia is set up a special needs school, because my mum 
was telling me, we were watching together anyway, and there was children they 
all got autism, some of them ADHD, some of them blind, physical impairment 
and they wanted to enter the educational arena. But there is obviously in 
Somalia, you know it is difficult. (Choukri, 23, PCGE student, female) 







I do actually talk to my family back home and I communicate with them through 
the internet as well erm seeing pictures all the time. Recently my mother went 
there a year ago, I think a couple of years ago, and my cousins as well and they 
bring back a lot of memories videos and everything. (Hamda, 21, university 
student, female) 
Social media and electronic communication remove geographical barriers that in the past 
contributed to the maintenance of return dreams by bringing the native "3$,"+)% country 
closer to the $4'0$6 homes in the diaspora. Consequently, to some extent the social 
media plays a role in the emergence of transnationalism (Bacigalupe and Camara, 2012; 
Christensen, 2011). According to Bacigalupe and Camara (2012) social media has 
transformed the experiences of the immigrant family by creating an opportunity for 
µDPELHQWFR-SUHVHQFH¶DPRQJIDPLO\PHPEHUVGLVSHrsed across national boundaries (p. 
1428). A few years ago before smartphones and home internet connections became so 
SRSXODU 6RPDOLV EXVLQHVVHV GRPLQDWHG FKHDS LQWHUQDWLRQDO µFDOO VKRSV DQG LQWHUQHW
FDIpV¶ LQ /RQGRQ DV 0XVWDID D FRPPXQLW\ ZRUNHU QRWHG. The popularity of these 
industry among Somali entrepreneurs went hand in hand with the emergence of the 
PRQH\ WUDQVIHUULQJ LQGXVWU\ NQRZQ DV µ?$@$6$¶ DQG ERWK SKHQRPHQD KDYH SOD\HG D
significant part in the emergence of a transnational community and social changes 
associated with migration for immigrant and their families both in the sending as well in 
the receiving countries (Horst, 2006; Lindley, 2007; Tharmalingam, 2011).  
 
Transnationalism facilitated and maintained by the social media and technology 
compensates for the loss of native homeland experienced by immigrants. Because of 
their financial commitment to those left behind in the native country, they are held in 
high regard and their absence is thus balanced out by their economic significance. 
Indeed, as Horst (2006: 10) has found, the flow of remittances with its accompanying 
images of life from those in the West not only sustains transnationalism, but also 
generates longing for a life in the diaspora. Moreover, the mere fact that immigrants 
from the comfort of their homes, like Hamda, can maintain links with families and 
friends left behind in the native country or with others in countries where a similar 
transnational community is established renders wishes to return not necessary. As 
Mustafa continues to state, there have recently been changes towards the tendency for a 
PRUHSHUPDQHQWUHVLGHQF\LQWKHKRVWFRXQWU\6RPDOLVµDUHKDYLQJWKHLURZQPRVTXHV





becoming aware of their geographical belonging in the host country, Mustafa thinks that 
KROLGD\ YLVLWV WR WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ QDWLYH FRXQWU\ VLPLODUO\ HQJHQGHU D µSDWULRWLF VHQVH RI
RULJLQ¶ DPRQJ \RXQJ SHRSOH :KLOH LW LV RIWHQ WKH ILUVW JHQHUDWLRQ ZKR DUH PRUH
interested in the political developments in the country of origin, the situation in their 
home country mediates, more than they realise, the resettlement process of the Somali 
community in the host country, and in some way also affects their transition process. 
  
4.3 The context of the host society  
Now that the Somali community is becoming part of the British multicultural landscape, 
it has come to face problems of a new kind in its incorporation into the host society. 
These problems are defined by two interrelated processes in the context of reception; 
these are hegemonic µrace¶ UHODWLRQVDQGGLIIHUHQFHVLQµLQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDOLQFRUSRUDWLRQ¶
(Alam, 2013; Portes, 2010; Zhou, 1997). The ways in which the Somali community 
negotiates hegemonic µrace¶ relations can be best understood in terms of Fraser and 
+RQQHWK¶VUHFRJQLWLRQDQGUHGLVWULEXWLRQGLOHPPD7RDODUJHH[WHQWWKHVWUXJJOH
for recognition partly explains the exponential growth of Somali community 
organisations. I discuss the processes underlying the emergence of community 
organisations in the next paragraph. For the purpose at hand, suffice it to say that the 
context of reception is a key marker of community responses to contextual/structural 
factors in the host society (Zetter, Griffiths and Sigona, 2005). The context of reception 
such as immigration, social and integration policies as well as µrace¶ relations and 
employment opportunities mediate both community and family processes. Somalis have 
come to resettle in a context that is strongly *$4"$6"&)% and 46$&&)% and are because of 
their racial and socioeconomic background not favourably positioned. As one 
FRPPXQLW\OHDGHUQRWHVµ>I]RUDVWDUWLI\RXORRNWKH8.LVD&KULVWLDQFRXQWU\¶+DPXG
community worker/tutor). These contextual factors have implicaWLRQV IRU µVSRXVDO
UHODWLRQVKLSV¶$ODPZKLFKRIWHQOHDGWRIDPLO\EUHDNGRZQV 
 
The fact is that the functioning of the Somali family has broken down [is] 
because of the stress of resettlement, because of different culture, because of the 
way the trauma of resettlement or displacement, the majority, one could say 60% 
that is a conservative estimate, of Somali families are headed by a single parent, 






)RU+DPXGLWLVQRWRQO\WKDWDVLQJOHPRWKHUµLVQRWDEOH to cope with a large number of 
FKLOGUHQ¶EXWDQRWKHUGLPHQVLRQRI WKHSUREOHP LVVXFKDVLWXDWLRQSXWV6RPDOL\RXQJ
people in an even more disadvantaged position in the struggle for social mobility. In 
+DPXG¶VYLHZLWLVLQWKLVFRQWH[WWKDWOLIH-chances of Somali young people are strongly 
defined by the unfolding narratives of their families in the host society. The receiving 
context of the host society presents not only opportunities, but also challenges, which 
require adaptation on the part of the immigrant community. This resonates with the 
experience of a community worker who states: 
 
More things come out like domestic violence, you know domestic violence is 
getting out a bit more on the surface and you know husbands not helping out or not 
being around for their kids. So things like that are coming out a bit more. They are 
feeling a bit more confident to talk about things like that. You know really in 
6RPDOLD WKLQJV OLNH WKDW DUH WDERR <RX GRQ¶W WDON DERXW >WKHP@ 6R , JXHVV LW
means they are adapting to some sort of British society. So that is coming up. And 
also mental health is another issue. People are kind of admitting that there is a 
PHQWDOKHDOWKSUREOHP\RXNQRZ LQ WKH IDPLO\RUZLWKLQ WKHPVHOYHV ,WGRHVQ¶W
have to be severe mental health, but the first stages like depression and things like 
that. (Shamsa, community worker) 
 
7KHWKHPHRIµFKDQJH¶LPSOLFDWHGLQWKHDGDSWDWLRQWRWKHKRVWVRFLHW\LVUHFXUUHQWLQWKH
accounts of the interviewed community leaders. Clearly, the Somali families face a 
range of unanticipated problems emanating from the contexts within which their 
children are coming-of-age. Somalis arrived in the UK having crossed cultural, 
religious, linguistic and racial boundaries. Change is, therefore, inevitable, because the 
very process of adaptation of immigrants to the host society presupposes this (Hopkins, 
2010). Portes (2010: 1544) argues that migration and change go hand in hand and that 
WKHYHU\SURFHVVRIPLJUDWLRQµOHDGVWRWUDQVIRUPDWLRQVLQERWKWKHVHQGLQJDQGUHFHLving 
societies¶. One way to manage the changes that undermine intergenerational social 
mobility is by capitalising on educational opportunities. There is a commonly held view 
that due to current unemployment and lack of alternatives, young people who are not in 
HGXFDWLRQ DUH SURQH WR µIDOO LQWR WKH ZURQJ FURZG¶ 1RXK <RXWK :RUNHU %XW WKLV






Recently we were visited by a community relations officer from the local police 
VWDWLRQ+H WROGXV WKDW WKH\ IRXQG6RPDOL \RXQJSHRSOH¶VRIIHQGLQJEHKDYLRXU
quite confusing, because most of Somali origin young people who come to the 
DWWHQWLRQRIWKHMXYHQLOHMXVWLFHGRQRWILWRIIHQGHUV¶SURILOH+HWROGXVWKDWTXLWH
often police have already a record of those who are likely to get into crimes ... 
The problem of this trend of unpredictable offending behaviour is that such 
offenders escape the attention of support services for early intervention. It is 
difficult to predict their behaviour. Somali young people who offend start at the 
top end. (Salah, community worker/tutor) 
 
&OHDUO\ DQRWKHU IDFWRU XQGHUO\LQJ WKH SDUHQW JHQHUDWLRQ¶V UHDGMXVWPHQW RI WKHLU LQLWLDO
plans to return to the country of origin relates to the implications of the intergenerational 
GLIIHUHQFHV WKDW HYHQWXDOO\ OHDG WR GLIIHUHQFHV LQ ZRUOGYLHZV DQG µPRGHV RI
DFFXOWXUDWLRQ¶ (Rumbaut, 2004: 1161). Unlike their immigrant parents, diaspora-
born/raised youngsters adapt to the host culture much sooner than their parents and it 
follows that the longer immigrants remain in the host society, the more they become 
alienated from their country of origin, both socially and culturally. As Strauss (1962) 
SRLQWV RXW µLPPLJUDQWV JR WKURXJK WDFLW FKanges that are hardly visible and until 
confronted with critical turning points they do not realise changes in their personal 
identities¶ (p. 67). The changes the Somali community has gone through are visible to 
newcomers.  
I used to teach Koran to a group of children. One day one of the pupils told me 
µ,¶YH JRW D IRRWEDOO JDPH WR JR WR VRSOHDVHGRQ¶WZDVWHP\ WLPH<RX¶UH MXVW
repeating the same thing. I got to go¶. I was teaching him the Koran, which in his 
understanding was time wasting compared to playing football or learning English 
or other subjects. (Mahdi, 22, unemployed, male) 
 
Aboukar who is similarly a newcomer shares this view regarding how far Somali young 
people born or raised in the diaspora have becomes estranged from their native culture:  
 
,ZRXOGQ¶WEHDEOHWRJHWDORQJZLWKWKRVHZKRDUHERUQLQWKLVFRXQWU\EHFDXVH
there is not much we share. We have different values and worldviews. For 





important. I plan to work and invest in my country [Somalia], but again that is for 
them not a priority. (Aboukar, 23, unemployed male). 
 
Within this context of their growing up children, the parent generation, then, gradually 
realises that returning to the country of origin is no longer feasible. With this realisation, 
members of this generation come to redefine their priorities in the host country. The 
context of reception is a site for the struggle to fit in with the established µrace¶ relations 
ZKHUH µUDFH¶ DQG FODVV Eackground shape life-chances either overtly or through the 
VXEMHFWLYLW\ RI WKH DJHQF\ $FFRUGLQJ WR )UDVHU   µPLJUDWLRQ DQG WKH
emergence of diaspora communities lead to hybridisation of cultures¶. Changes and 
challenges that the Somali community faces in the context of the host society manifest 
WKHPVHOYHV LQ ZKDW LV WHUPHG LQ WKH OLWHUDWXUH µLQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO LQFRUSRUDWLRQ¶ 6LQFH
Somali young people growing up in the UK gradually become incorporated into British 
multicultural society, their problems resemble those of their peers in similar situations. 
7KH\ IDFHDQ LQFUHDVHGULVNRIVRFLDOH[FOXVLRQDQGIDOOLQJ LQZLWK µWKHZURQJFURZG¶. 
This scenario leads to two possible consequences: a complete submersion into the 
dominant youth sub-culture the\DUHH[SRVHGWRLHµGRZQZDUGDVVLPLODWLRQ¶RULWOHDGV
WRµVHJPHQWHGDVVLPLODWLRQ¶3RUWHV=KRX1HJRWLDWLQJEHWZHHQWKHVHWZR
UHVSRQVHVLQYROYHVDµGHOLFDWHGDQFH¶$ODPDQGUHPDLQVDFRQVWDQWVWUXJJOHIRU
the majority of Somali young people and their parents. To manage changes that the 
Somali young people experience in their everyday lives, community organisations and 
the parent generation have to come up with ways to surmount the risks the young are 
confronted with. For the Somali immigrant community, one of the critical turning points 
they face is the coming-of-age of their children, whose problems increasingly resemble 
those of the socially deprived communities in their neighbourhoods. In this context, 
some of the interviewed cRPPXQLW\ZRUNHUVDUHFULWLFDORIWKH8.JRYHUQPHQW¶VSROLF\
for engaging newly arrived communities: 
 
The immigrant community, people from refugee background, or Muslim 
background, or whatever background, WKH\ FRPH IURP « WKH\ QHHG WR
integrate, but ... who GRWKH\LQWHJUDWHZLWK"<RXGRQ¶WVHHSHRSOH\RXZDQWWR
LQWHJUDWHZLWK«)RU H[DPSOH LI \RX OLYH LQ DQ RYHUFURZGHG ODUJHU KRXVLQJ
estate where the main population is from black and ethnic minority background 







The context within which the Somali community in London negotiates its recognition 
and space within the wider British multicultural society is, in part, defined by the 
prevailing mode of stratification which runs along class and racial lines. As Idriss notes 
in the above quote, neighbourhoods where Somalis settle are often a source of more 
concern for the younger generation of this community than opportunities for social 
PRELOLW\+RZHYHUFRQFHUQVRIµGRZQZDUGDVVLPLODWLRQ¶RIWKH6RPDOL\RXWKQRWRQO\
revolve around engagement with education, employment prospects or risk of social 
exclusion, there are also issues regarding cultural and linguistic discontinuities in their 
daily lives. A second theme in relation to the worries raised about downward 
assimilation is a perceived difference between school-aged children and those in their 
twenties. The latter group is particularly disaffected and as such are viewed as a 
µJHQHUDWLRQ LQ OLPER¶ LQ WKDW WKH\ KDYH PLVVHG RXW RQ LQYHVWPHQW LQ WKHLU HGXFDWLRQ
because during the initial stages of resettlement the parent generation was more focussed 
on returning home than on long term resettlement in the host country. That is, unlike the 
school-aged children who currently benefit from the shift towards more permanent 
residency, those in their twenties have missed out on an early investment in education.  
 
This problem has already been highlighted by Jones (1998), who has reported a lack of 
engagement with the school system, which she suggest was more a cultural than 
conscious choice, although one might also argue that this lack of engagement might well 
have been out of necessity. In the initial settlement stage, as Jones suggests, Somali 
parents did not see why they should engage (interfere is probably the right word here) 
with the school as long as there were no problems. With the commitment to a permanent 
stay in the adopted country as opposed to a home return, however, education as a 
significant impetus for social mobility has become a key community and family strategy. 
Commenting on this parental/community strategy to affect the life-chances of the 
younger generation, one community leader notes: 
 
[N]ow a lot of parenWVDUHUHDOLVLQJWKDWLIWKHLUFKLOGUHQZRQ¶WSHUIRUPDWVFKRROV
WKH\ ZRQ¶W SURJUHVV LQ IXWXUH WKH\ FRXOG DOVR DIIHFW WKHLU HGXFDWLRQ FRXOG DOVR
cause trouble to involve in other problems like antisocial behaviour, or to commit 






This redefinition involves focusing on meaningful participation in the host society to 
improve the chances of their children. Like any other first generation immigrants, the 
Somali community has struggled with coming to terms with their exiled life. The 
dilemmas of returning home or establishing permanent residency in the host countries 
are a natural reaction to displacement. Previous studies on immigrant acculturation show 
similar patterns of reorientation towards the host society (Al-Rashid, 1994; Alam, 2013; 
Anwar, 1979; Bolognani, 2007; Portes and Rumbaut, 2001). The classical work of 
Anwar (1979) is a good example of early studies into the dilemmas immigrants face in 
their new homelands and how they establish new lives by drawing on traditional 
practices. Although his study was limited to the Northern city of Rochdale in the UK, it 
still has some conceptual implications for understanding the patterns of migration 
behaviour of emergent immigrant communities.  
Since then other studies have shown similar immigrant behaviour of the dilemma of 
settling in a new homeland and having to accept the making of new histories and 
PHPRULHV¶ :HUEQHU   RU FRQWLQXH WR KROG RQ WR WKH P\WK RI UHWXUQ $O-
Rasheed found that although refugee communities might regard their exiled life as 
temporary, they eventually reorient towards their staying in the host country and thus, 
come to resemble immigrant communities (Al-Rasheed, 1994: 200). The dilemma of 
staying put or returning home, often commonplace among first generation immigrants, 
arguably has an impact on the prospects of second-generation youth, which often takes 
WKH IRUP RI VRFLDO UHSURGXFWLRQ RI WKH GLVDGYDQWDJHG SRVLWLRQ RI WKHLU SDUHQWV¶
generation. This resettlement trajectory is evident in the Somali community, whereby 
there is the shift of focus towards permanent residency revolving around opportunities 
and expectations, on the one hand and obstacles and discontinuities, on the other. 
 
The threat of downward assimilation is partly a product of the strong links that first 
generation immigrants maintain with their home country and plans of moving back. It 
can be argued that first generation immigrants compromise their engagement with the 
social, economic and political processes in the host society; i.e. they neglect investing in 
their human capital and thereby undermine their participation in the labour market. It 
can equally be argued that due to their immigration narratives immigrants are driven to 
realise what is referUHG WR LQ WKH OLWHUDWXUH DV µLPPLJUDQW GUHDPV¶ :DULNRR  WR
have better life-chances for their children. Both these two possible immigrant responses 





response, the transition-related problematic that Somali youth are confronted with is to 
VRPH H[WHQW D UHSURGXFWLRQ RI WKH µGLVDGYDQWDJH¶ SDVVHG GRZQ IURP WKH SDUHQW
generation. In the latter case, however, the refocusing on the here-and-now by the parent 
generation is probably a rekindled version of the immigrant drive to achieve and pursue 
a better life by leaving the country of origin. Associated with the theme of coming-of-
age is the idea of intergenerational differences between the parent generation and their 
children.  
 
Because these children are born and brought [up] in an entirely different setup. 
Although these children are doing well in terms of switching back from one 
culture to another, yet we have to appreciate children [are] mainly exposed to a 
culture which [...] in a way [is] in contradiction with their essentially Somali 
culture. These children, somehow, have to navigate between two cultures ... In 
D ZD\ , FDQ FDOO WKHP µIDLUO\ EL-cultural¶. Parents are not bi-cultural in that 
sense. ... and are not flexible to any degree or form. (Hamud, tutor/community 
worker) 
 
Intergenerational dissonance is, in part, a reflection of the loose relations among the 
Somali community, the different rate of acculturation (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001), and 
the stage of the resettlement process reached. As I discuss later in this chapter, due to the 
loose connections among this community, there are signs of a trend towards an 
individualistic way of life increasingly becoming the norm. However, intergenerational 
problems are not necessarily to be understood only in terms of cultural discontinuities. 
Much as the Somali community negotiates recognition within the context of the British 
multicultural society, so are British institutions beginning to define the dimensions of 
this recognition. Mas *LUDOWDUJXHVWKDWµZKRLVVHHQDQGKRZWKH\DUHVHHQ¶E\
the state gaze affects how migrants and ethnic minority groups can negotiate their place 
in Britain and the resources they are able to access¶. For Mas *LUDOW WKH µ%ULWLVK
ethnocultural system of recognition simply does not respond to actual needs for 
recognition, but is hasty in misrecognising groups within the colonial framework of 
recognition¶. In this struggle for recognition power dynamics are involved. For most of 
the community leaders power imbalances in this recognition and misrecognition is 
experienced as problematic. There is an understanding that Somali young people are at 






Overall, Somali children are doing exactly as they should do, because in a way ... 
WKH\KDYHQ¶WVHQVHGWKH LPSRUWDQFHRIHGXFDWLRQZLWKLQWKH%ULWLVKFRQWH[W7KH\
GRQ¶W XQGHUVWDQG WKH\ FDQ FKDQJH WKHLU IXWXUH RU LPSURYH WKHLU VRFLR-economic 
situation through education. Some of them are aware of that, but a good number 
are not. (Hamud, community worker/tutor) 
 
,QWKLVTXRWH+DPXGH[SODLQVWKH6RPDOL\RXQJSHRSOH¶VHQJDJHPHQWLQWHUPVRIIDPLO\
cultural capital and the lack of awareness about the value of education. Others like 
Houssein link the problems encountered by Somali young people to family cultural 
capital in that because of their precarious socioeconomic situation, Somali immigrant 
IDPLOLHVDUHXQDEOHWRµSURYLGHDFRQGXFLYHOHDUQLQJHQYLURQPHQWDQG>IRU@PRVWRIWKH
Somali parents [it is] very difficult [to help their children] in terms of English and 
0DWKV¶+RXVVHLQWXWRUFRPPXQLW\ZRUNHU2QHKRZHYHUQHHGVWREHFDXWLRXVDERXW
H[SODQDWLRQVWKDWDUHFRXFKHGLQWHUPVRIµIDPLOLDOGHILFLHQFLHV¶0RUURZ9LQFHQW
et al., 2012). For families in general, and Somali immigrant families in particular, 
PDNLQJ D SRVLWLYH LQSXW LQWR WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V HGXFDWLRQDO DWWDLQPHQW LV VR PXFK DQ
ongoing family priority that they are prepared to make sacrifices to that effect. So while 
socioeconomically Somali families may not be best placed, they engage in what 
responsible parents do for their children. Regarding this Qamar notes: 
 
It is very difficult for a lot of parents because it is too costly, but then again they 
see the development of their children. So a lot of people try to do that, to educate 
their children their own ways because a lot of Somali parents are, you know, they 
GRQ¶W HGXFDWH WKHPVHOYHV VR WKH\ WU\ WR VXSSRUW DQG VHHN H[WUD KHOS DV ZHOO
(Qamar, community worker) 
 
An emergent theme from the interviews is that with time the Somali community will 
eventually manage and pick up socioeconomically and become established in the UK. In 
particular, there is much optimism that Somali parents will be able to negotiate their way 
through the HGXFDWLRQV\VWHPµRQFHWKH\XQGHUVWDQGKRZWKHV\VWHPZRUNV¶DV0XVWDID
a community worker puts it. These positive expectations run parallel to concerns raised 
around issues related to the young people of this community. Much of the concerns 
revolve around discontinuity of cultural heritage and its associated risk of incorporation 
into the negative youth subculture. Idriss, another community worker, acknowledges that 





explains these problems in terms of the socioeconomic position of the Somali 
community and the high rate of material poverty among it. However, the concerns raised 
are explained away as being temporary and as being part of the natural transition 
emergent communities experience in the host society. Like Qamar in the above quote, 
Idriss comments that Somali parents are doing whatever they can do to provide 
additional support for their children. Indeed, parents forego their own self-development 
in the interest of their children and this sacrifice leads to their expectations being high, 
perhaps beyond what is realistically achievable.  
 
The role of parents in the creation of a positive attitude towards education will be 
discussed in Chapter 6, but for the purpose at hand suffice it to say that most Somali 
parents hope to achieve social mobility through their children. They do so while they are 
faced with challenges to their parental authority in the context of the host country within 
which parenting responsibilities are conferred. This context is marked by discontinuities 
in the daily lives of the Somali family in which there is not only a parent-child role 
reversal, but also marital relationships are affected by the welfare state they have come 
to live in. These family processes are reflected in and linked to processes at the 
community level. Most young people are not incorporated into any collective or 
overarching Somali cultural arrangement and, hence, community leaders raise concerns 
that they face an increased risk of alienation. As has already been discussed in the 
literature review, community networks facilitate the transmission of norms, values and 
the sense of identity required for counterbalancing contextual challenges young people 
of immigrant communities encounter (Zhou and Bankston, 1994; Portes and Rumbaut, 
2001).  
 
Previous research on the resettlement process of the Somali community in the host 
culture by Fuglerud and Engebrigtsen (2006) in Norway and Alitolppa-Niitamo (2004) 
in Finland shows similar manifestations of dislocation and adaptation difficulties in the 
host culture. Fuglerud and Engebrigtsen (2006: 1124) point out that Somali immigrant 
families are still in the process of establishing themselves in the host country, being 
µXQVHWWOHG¶DQGODFNLQJ effective social networks. According to these commentators, the 
exiled Somali community has reproduced in the host country the social relationships and 
cultural practices, which partly contributed to their eventual dislocation from their 






process, it reduces the problematic adaptation of the exiled Somali community to their 
demographic profile and hence largely overlooks the contextual factors that impede this 
process. Arguably, the underlying assumptions of this view reflect a cultural deficit 
approach.  
 
The study by Alitolppa-Niitamo (2004) shows similar implications of contextual factors 
for the emergence of bonding forms of social capital within the Somali community and 
family settings. She argues that structural factors, including welfare policy, disrupt 
family dynamics of communities from a patriarchal society as well as the nature and 
quality of social capital the family has access to. Consequently, the context within which 
changes are taking place not only involves a pull towards downward assimilation of the 
young, but also tacit changes at the community level. These are tacit in the sense that not 
all community concerns about discontinuities are seriously addressed even when there is 
an opportunity to do so. A good example is linguistic discontinuities, which are well 





Somali is an asset and Somali children should learn it. Unfortunately a number 
of AQA [Assessment and Qualifications Alliance] has still not accepted Somali. 
But the good thing is that the OCR [Oxford, Cambridge and RSA], which is 
one of the big exDPLQLQJERDUGVKDYHZKDWWKH\FDOO«H[DPVZKLFKLVNLQGRI
a graded from what they call breakthrough all the way up to advanced. So that 
FKLOGFDQGRGLIIHUHQWOHYHOVDOOWKHZD\XSWRHYHQ$6RU$OHYHOHTXLYDOHQW«
Where there is a will there is a way« ,QD VFKRRO , VWD\HG WKH\ LQWURGXFHG
Somali as a trial. But still some of the parents are not as interested or 
encouraging their children to learn Somali whether in a formal setting or at 
home. We have started here Somali classes. We asked Somali parents to send 
their children, but not much has happened. [W]e have realised that learning 
Somali will open them a new horizon, and give them a different identity. 
(Hamud, community worker/tutor) 
 
Interestingly, however, although there appears to be not much demand for community 






[W]ith the Westernised lot they seem to have the mentality like that of white 
people almost, shall I say or like English people, and it is so weird to see 
sometiPHV WR WKLQN OLNH LI P\ JHQHUDWLRQ QRZ FDQ¶W JUDVS WKHLU RZQ PRWKHU
language, can you imagine what the next generation is gonna be like? If their mum 
DQGGDGFDQ¶WVSHDNWKHLUPRWKHUODQJXDJHZKLFKODQJXDJHDUHWKH\JRQQDWDONWR
their kids in? They gonna be speaking English. So you gonna have a Somali child 
ZKR LV 6RPDOL WKURXJK DQG WKURXJK EXW FDQ¶W VSHDN D ZRUG RI WKLV PRWKHU
language and neither can his Dad or his Mum. [interviewer asked: Is that a 
problem?] That is a big problem. I think that is one of the biggest problems we 
face as Westernised Somalis. I think losing our identity almost is a big big 
problem, I think. (Khadar, 22, university gap year student, male) 
 
Much as there are concerns related to linguistic and cultural heritage, there is at the same 
WLPH D UHSURGXFWLRQ RI VRPH FXVWRPV IURP WKH µKRPH FRXQWU\¶ LH D FRQWLQXDWLRQ RI
aspects of social relationships as circumscribed by the clan logic that is salient to the 
very dislocation of the Somali people. From the point of view of the politics of 
recognition (Fraser and Honneth 2003), members of minority ethnic groups are engaged 
in a struggle for recognition on multiple levels: individual, interpersonal, familial and 
community. The struggle for recognition at the family level, where parents and their 
children negotiate intergenerational differences by respectively exerting parental 
authority and seeking individual autonomy, is paralleled by a similar struggle for 
recognition at the community level. Community organisations, in their turn, derive their 
legitimacy from the fact that they seek social justice, but as will become clearer, they are 
themselves having to struggle to legitimise their existence in a community whose 
relations are mediated by traditional social practices. 
 
Within the context of changing intergenerational dynamics, Somali young people are 
redefining their position both within their community and within the wider society. 
However, their prospects remain problematic in that they face insurmountable problems 
in their transition into adulthood, as well as in negotiating subtle and explicit familial, 
social and institutional pressures. They experience the additional pressure emanating 
from their immigration narratives and cultural background, while the push factors which 





instability in the country of descent, continue to define their everyday lives in the 
diaspora. 
4.4 Somali community relations 
While the Somali community is gradually becoming a recognisable group in the UK 
demographic landscape and appears to be a coherent one, there is, in fact, a deeply 
embedded division. Beyond the facade of shared language, ethnicity and culture, I will 
demonstrate that Somali community relations are shaped by different pre-migration 
XQGHUFXUUHQWVWKDWFDQEHWUDFHGWRµVHJPHQWHGVRFLDORUJDQLVDWLRQ¶FKDUDFWHULVWLFRIWKH
Somali people (Lewis, 1961) and to differences in the context of their departure from 
their native country (Engebrigtsen, 2007; Fuglerud and Engebrigtsen, 2006; Griffiths, 
2000; Kleist, 2008). As I explain later, these pre-migration narratives lead to an 
inclusion/exclusion problematic in the role community organisations play in the lives of 
the Somali community. First, I address the question of why people need to be linked to a 
community in an organised form in the first place.  
There is a general consensus among community leaders that the mobilisation of 
community resources is in the interests of all. This widely held view that community 
membership and concerted effort are beneficial for the individual is rooted in the 
normative presupposition that a common front is necessary to counter disadvantages 
emanating from the host culture. The emergence of community organisations among the 
Somali community in the early 1990s was a response to the needs of the newly arriving 
Somali refugees who required help with their initial settling in the host country. That is, 
concerned leaders of the community took on the responsibility of responding to demands 
for a concerted effort towards facilitating the resettlement process. Through this process, 
community organisations, embodying a sense of belongingness, solidarity and 
collectivity, needed to deal with common threats in the host society, and to mobilise 
community resources to achieve social mobility (Cederberg, 2012; Shah, Dwyer and 
Modood, 2010; Zetter, Griffiths and Sigona, 2005). As has already been discussed in 
Chapters 1 and 2, within this conception of community, there is a normative 
presupposition that well connected young people in the community stand better chances 
of social mobility than their peers with no community links. With this understanding, it 
LVKHOGWKDWFRPPXQLW\SURYLGHVDSRVLWLYHFRQWH[WQHFHVVDU\IRUVKDSLQJ\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
aspirations and outlook towards their education. Responding to this normative pressure 
for minority ethnic communities to come together to form a common front in the newly 





capital, have voluntarily taken the responsibility to initiate community organisations, 
leading to the emergence of a plethora of them, all trying to serve the same community. 
:KDWPRVWRIWKHVHRUJDQLVDWLRQVKDYHLQFRPPRQDUHWKHVLPLODULWLHVRIWKHLUµPLVVLRQ
VWDWHPHQW¶ 
Our organisation helps young people with their education, we motivate them to 
achieve good grades in GCSE and A-levels and participate in universities in the 
future. (Sirad, community worker) 
Our main objective of starting this organisation was to enhance basically the 
educational achievement of the Somali students in mainstream schools in the 
London Boroughs of [...]. (Houssein, tutor/community worker) 
Our mission is to empower and inspire Somali young people to achieve [their] true 
potential by equipping them with the tools for tomorrow, to enable them to take 
responsibility for their lives and develop as individuals and make a successful 
transition to adulthood. (Website of one of the community organisations) 
As is clear from these examples of mission statements of Somali community 
RUJDQLVDWLRQV WKHUH LVPXFK IRFXVRQ µVHUYLQJ WKH6RPDOLFRPPXQLW\¶EXWEHcause of 
the lack of cooperation there is much duplication in their service provision. At the heart 
of the mobilising of community organisations is the role of Somali ethnic identity. The 
Somali µnational¶ identity has historically been subsumed under clan identity (Lewis, 
1961), and since the collapse of former 6RPDOLD¶V ODVWFHQWUDOJRYHUQPHQW LQ WKHHDUO\
90s, such an identity has assumed even more significance over µnational¶ identity. The 
logic of the clan is entangled with an inclusion/exclusion problem similar to the 
µRWKHULQJ¶ SUHMXGLFH WKDW WKH FRPPXQLW\ FROOHFWLYHO\ IDFHV LQ WKH KRVW FRXQWU\ 7KH
WUDJHG\ RI WKH FODQ ORJLF LV WKDW DV%RXUGLHX DUJXHV µRQH FDQ DOZD\V EULQJ D UHPRWH
relative closer, or move closer to him, by emphasising what unites, and one can equally 
ZHOOGLVWDQFHWKHFORVHVWUHODWLYHE\HPSKDVLVLQJZKDWVHSDUDWHV¶%RXUGLHX
Such deployment of kinship logic for community relations has ramifications for political 
representation: 
I think the Somali community, wherever the\ DUH >«@ GR QRW KDYH SROLWLFDO
representation. If you go to the local authority and if you do not have a couple of 
local counsellors, it is unlikely the people will value you, because the local 
authority is the largest employer in every borough. So if you do not have local 





QRW QHFHVVDULO\« LW LV XQOLNHO\ WKDW \RX JHW ORFDO HPSOR\PHQW RSSRUWXQLWLHV
(Idriss, community worker) 
Previous studies on the Somali community in the diaspora show similar findings 
(Fuglerud and Engebrigtsen, 2006). It has been argued that the formation of Somali 
organisations and reciprocal relations among Somalis are primarily based on traditional 
ties and entangled with the pre-migration demographic profile, which renders the 
UHVXOWDQW VRFLDO FDSLWDO DPRQJ WKH FRPPXQLW\ µXQSURGXFWLYH¶ 6DQGHIXU DQG/DXPDQQ
1998: 484). Fuglerud and Engebrigtsen relate these unproductive relations to cultural 
and historical factors. For instance, they explain how the traditional nomadic lifestyle of 
Somalis has historically impeded the formation of social networks that transcend close 
kinship ties, and argue that the nomadic way of life as well as the political instability in 
WKHKRPHFRXQWU\KDYH FRQWULEXWHG WR D µODFNRI D FHQWUDO UHSUHVHQWDWLYHERG\¶ DPRQJ
those in exile (2006: 1125). 
.OHLVW   PDNHV D VLPLODU REVHUYDWLRQ ZKHQ KH QRWHV WKDW µ6RPDOLV LQ WKH
diaspora show great associational engagement which simultaneously bears witness to 
divisions¶. Information sharing involves some degree of kinship relations or personal 
acquaintance. However, Somali community organisations experience difficulties in 
mobilising collective resources beyond close kinship-related networks and the resulting 
tensions have implications for the way Somali identity is contested. Certainly, this void 
of shared representation mediates the ways in which Somalis organise themselves in the 
diaspora. In the absence of a shared overarching identity necessary for the development 
of a better degree oI FRPPXQLW\ FRKHVLRQ 6RPDOL \RXQJ SHRSOH DUH µOHIW WR IHWFK IRU
>WKHPVHOYHV@¶0XVWDIDFRPPXQLW\ZRUNHULQQHJRWLDWLQJWKHLUZD\LQDQLQFUHDVLQJO\
µULVN\ VRFLHW\¶ %HFN .OHLVW  DUJXHV WKDW LQ RUGHU WR FRPSHQVDWH IRU WKH
loose community relations at local level, the Somali diaspora community maintains 
extensive transnational networks that are essentially based on clan affiliations. However, 
comparing among ethnic minority communities neglects the historical narratives of 
them.  
It is very difficult to compare the Somali community with the Chinese and 
,QGLDQV7KHVHFRPPXQLWLHVDUHLQWKHLUILIWKJHQHUDWLRQDQGZH¶UHHLWKHUILUVWRU
second generation. What we are talking about is second generation, or recent 
arrivals. So we cannot compare Somalis with the Chinese or Indian communities. 





Moreover, the observed tension among members of the Somali community is further 
compounded by the very process of community. With its inbuilt inclusion/exclusion 
problematic, the idea of community can be counterproductive in relation to the 
objectives it aims to achieve. The lack of partnership working among the Somali 
community is highlighted by Nouh, a youth worker who notes that Somali immigrants 
µGRQ¶WXWLOLVHWKHLUWRJHWKHUQHVVZRUNLQJDVDWHDP¶EHFDXVH 
They still have the mentality of back home and also even the [service] users, I 
IHHOGRQ¶WKDYHWKHLQVXUDQFHWKDWWKHVHUYLFHVGHOLYHUHGWRWKHPLVDKXQGUHGSHU
cent service. So for instance you come across a lot of [service] users telling you: 
µ2K\RX¶UHJDLQLQJ\RXUILQDQFLDOLQFRPHEHFDXVHRIPH¶. You get a lot of those 
WHOOLQJ \RX WKHVH VLOO\ FRPPHQWV DQG , DP OLNH µ:HOO WKH JRYHUQPHQW RU WKH
funders have given this organisation money and this organisation money because 
RIWKDWPRQH\ZHUHFHLYHZHDUHDEOHWRZRUNZLWK\RX,W¶VQRWEHFDXVHZHWROG
the government we gonna work with so and so and give us money in return. 
(Nouh, youth worker) 
Nouh points to the historical baggage that Somali immigrants have brought along from 
their country of origin and have enacted in the host country. Some of the historical social 
practices reproduced in the host country include the deep division of the Somali 
community along kinship lines as well as regions of origin. This division undermines 
their efforts for collective action and even mediates most of their interpersonal relations. 
Clearly, these divisive social practices show that the associational life of the Somali 
diaspora is subject to two forces that pull them in different directions: a centripetal 
tendency to form an all-encompassing sense of community and a centrifugal one that 
tends to move it away from an integrationist notion of a Somali community based on an 
overlapping common core among sub-groups, and instead affirms and enacts the logic of 
clan relations and clan particularism. Hence, the Somali community could be described 
DVDFRPPXQLW\ LQ VHDUFKRIDQ µLPDJLQHGFRPPXQLW\¶ $QGHUVRQ3HUKDSV WKH
illusion of a cohesive community is not limited to diaspora Somalis, for according to 
Blackshaw (2010: 7 WKH FRQFHSW RI µFRPPXQLW\ KDG EHFRPH DQ H[WUHPH IRUP RI
dialectics ± that is both real and imagined¶. Community organisations under these 
ciUFXPVWDQFHVPHUHO\ µVHUYH DV UKHWRULFDO GHYLFHV¶ Campbell and McLean, 2002: 20). 
What is unique in the case of the Somali community, however, is that the problematic 
relationship can be understood in the context of the historical, social and political 





the dynamics of this exiled community. Also as a result of these processes the Somali 
identity as an inclusive and organising framework has become tribalised, regionalised, 
and recently politicised.  
The accounts of the research participants from community organisations reveal that 
community relations are hampered by a lack of trust among the community, expressed in 
the words of one community ZRUNHU DV µWKH\ GRQ¶W KDYH WKH EHVW RI UHODWLRQVKLSV¶
(Nouh, youth worker). According to Putnam (2000: 135), social trust is a community 
resource, which is necessary for stable and effective social relationships that are 
beneficial to all. Working in partnership is a sensitive business for most community 
organisations as it can potentially provoke unnecessary tension, because, in the words of 
DQRWKHUFRPPXQLW\ZRUNHUµWKHUHLVKLJKPLVWUXVWEHWZHHQSHRSOHIURPGLIIHUHQWSDUWV
RI 6RPDOLD¶ =DNDULD FRPPXQLty worker). Introducing the organisation he represents, 
=DNDULDVWDWHVWKDWRQHRIWKHSURMHFWVLWLVLQYROYHGLQLVµZRUN>LQJ@ZLWK\RXQJSHRSOH
IURPHWKQLFPLQRULWLHV¶DQGQRWRQO\WKRVHRI6RPDOLGHVFHQW2QRQHRFFDVLRQ,YLVLWHG
one of their youth club sessions and observed that although most attendees were of 
Somali descent there were a few young people from other ethnic minority backgrounds. 
Another time, I observed non-6RPDOLDGXOWFOLHQWVDWWHQGLQJWKHFHQWUHZKRLQ=DNDULD¶V
ZRUGV ZHUH µVHQW E\ the job centre to do basic IT courses¶ 6WULNLQJO\ =DNDULD¶V
organisation shares facilities with five other autonomous Somali community 
organisations, but although they overlap in terms of the services they provide and 
primarily share their target group, each works independently of the other. What results 
from the emergence of a multitude of community organisations among the Somali 
people is a re-enactment of deeply embedded divisions, which are historically rooted in 
the segmentation of Somali society. According to Zakaria, an attempt to merge has 
IDLOHGSXUHO\EHFDXVHRI µODFNRI WUXVW¶ZKLFKKHH[SODLQV LQ WHUPVRIFODQGLVFRXUVHV
Another community worker commenting on this lack of cooperation notes: 
[W]e tried to act as a platform organisation that helped to support all the 
organisations across the board no matter who they are. We did for that reason we 
>HVWDEOLVKHG@DQRUJDQLVHGFDOOHG&RXQFLOIRU6RPDOL2UJDQLVDWLRQV«,WZDVDQ
umbrella organisation supporting all the local communities in [London borough]. 
It went well to start with. We secured some funding from the local authority. 
And the idea was testing out how the Somali community cooperate with each 
RWKHU,WGLGQ¶WZRUNZHOOWREHKRQHVWZLWK\RX7KHUHZDVDORWRIVHOI-interest, 





not that great compared to how it was when we first started. (Qamar, community 
worker) 
According to Qamar, the lack of cooperation among the Somali community 
organisations in London is related to divergent group interests, lack of trust and 
competition for charity funding. In her experience, an attempt by the local authority for 
WKH6RPDOLFRPPXQLW\RUJDQLVDWLRQWRIRUPDQXPEUHOODRUJDQLVDWLRQZKLFKµVWDUWHGRII
with twelve organisDWLRQV¶ LV WKH RQO\ VXFFHVVIXO FRRSHUDWLRQ EXW HYHQ ZLWK WKLV
positive example, as she acknowledged, some external pressure was involved because, 
LQKHUZRUGV µ2EYLRXVO\ WKH ORFDO DXWKRULW\ >LV@QRW LQWHUHVWHG WR VXSSRUW DOO WKH ORFDO
organisations¶. Qamar continues: 
0DQ\6RPDOLVQDWXUDOO\GRQ¶WZRUN OLNHZRUNLQJ>LQ@SDUWQHUVKLSUHDOO\ ,I \RX
want to probably get involved or want to ask them certain things they [start to] 
think you are tapping into their charity or maybe you are a threat to them. So you 
know we try our best. There are some community organisations we work closely 
ZLWK«$QGDOVREHFDXVHZHDUHWKHPDLQRUJDQLVDWLRQWKH\VD\LIZHOLNHWU\
WRZRUN >ZLWK WKHP@ZH DUH D WKUHDW WR WKHPPD\EHGUDJJLQJ WKH LGHD , GRQ¶W
know. So it is hard, hard to put [it into words]. (Qamar, community worker) 
$V +DPXG QRWHV µIXQGLQJ LV QRZDGD\V YHU\ GLIILFXOW WR FRPH E\ IRU FRPPXQLW\
RUJDQLVDWLRQV¶ DQG WKLV VFDUFLW\ PD\ SDUWO\ H[SODLQ WKH FRPSHWLWLRQ DPRQJ 6RPDOL
community organisations. However, it is not only competition for funding that explains 
the divergences among Somali community organisations. Underlying the rhetoric of 
much of the Somali community discourses is the inclination for positive self-appraisal, 
whereby each organisation positions itself beyond the kinship-based divide within an 
ever expanding landscape of Somali community organisations, by proclaiming itself as 
the only one with an open door policy. Within this positive self-appraisal there is an 
HPSKDVLV RQ µRXU¶ RUJDQLVDWLRQ ZKLFK VLgnifies how involved community workers 
portray their respective organisations in a positive light and their counterparts in a 
negative one, consequently shifting the blame of non-FRRSHUDWLRQWRWKHµXQFRRSHUDWLYH
other¶. However, ironically, even if community organisations maintained an open door 
policy, service users would remain suspicious of the genuineness of the service provider, 
ZRQGHULQJ DV RQH \RXWKZRUNHU SXWV LW ZKHWKHU µWKH VHUYLFHV GHOLYHUHG WR WKHP LV D






When it comes to tribes it is in our blood whether we work for a community [or 
not]. I think with every Somali it is inside their blood stream, you know ... It is 
like there [are two] Somali restaurant[s] not far from here. One is owned by one 
tribe and the other by another tribe. Certain tribes would go to this one, and 
certain tribes would go to that one, which is kind of ridiculous to understand 
because for me I would choose [the one] who provides the best food, you know, 
and the hygiene. (Shamsa, community worker) 
Shamsa draws on an example of restaurant customers to explain that the same logic 
underlies how service users seek assistance from voluntary organisations. With her 
UHPDUN µWULEDOLVP¶ LV µLQVLGH WKHLU EORRG VWUHDP¶ VKH TXHVtions the taken-for-granted-
ness of the role of the notion of clan in mediating interpersonal relations, including 
EXVLQHVVUHODWLRQV)DQJHQEPDNHVDVLPLODUREVHUYDWLRQRIEXUJHRQLQJµLQWHUHVW
DQGZHOIDUHRUJDQLVDWLRQV¶LQ1RUZD\DQGDODFNRIFRKesive community representation. 
Therefore, although the clan logic often underpins most social and interpersonal 
UHODWLRQVKLSV WKH LGHDRI µFODQ¶DQG LWV UROH LQ VRFLDO UHODWLRQVKLSV LVPHUHO\ H[SODLQHG
DZD\DV D µJHQHDORJLFDO FXUVH¶ LH WKHUH LV QRWKLQg one can do about clan identities), 
DQGFRQVHTXHQWO\H[SODQDWLRQVIRUWKHODFNRIWKHµVRXJKW-DIWHUFRPPXQLW\¶DUHFRXFKHG
in materialistic terms, i.e. competition for charity funding. According to Lewis (1998: 
101), the social organisation of Somalis is based on a segmented lineage system within 
ZKLFK µFODQ¶ DV WKH RUJDQLVLQJ SULQFLSOH SOD\V D FUXFLDO UROH LQ WKH HPHUJHQFH RI
collectivities within the Somali community. As nomads, Somalis have historically 
always led a life of individual autonomy with shifting loyalty and temporary inter-clan 
alliances. In their study, Fuglerud and Engebrigtsen (2006) contrast the historic nomadic 
way of life of the Somalis with that of the Tamils who, unlike them, had sedentary forms 
of life in the home country and a history of a centralised social system. 
Polarised community relations are undermined further by the jostling for recognition 
among the many community organisations, all competing to legitimise their position 
within the wider Somali community. This competition is compounded by non-
cooperation and thus lack of bonding social capital (Portes, 1998LVVKLIWHGWRWKHµRWKHU¶
organisations. Consequently, it would appear that the Somali community is trapped in 
unproductive forms of relationship, which makes it difficult for community 
organisations to represent their collective interest so as to counteract the common threats 
WKH\ IDFH LQ WKHKRVW FRXQWU\6RJLYHQ WKH ODFNRI µVKDUHG H[SHULHQFHV¶ZKLFK$SSOH





of community merely signifies a representation of the categorisations for recognition 
prevalent in the host society. Many of the respondents agree that such a lack of shared 
experience in the context of their departure from their native country has damaged the 
formation of trusting and harmonious community relationships. Such a situation impedes 
the collective socialisation of the young people of this community and is certainly not 
conducive with the enhancement of their life-chances or the social mobility of the 
community as a whole. There is a general consensus that Somali young people lack role 
models.  
I think Somali young people are in difficult situations because of lack of career, 
the situation back home, no parental guidance, or advice from other senior 
members of the community. Mustafa, community worker 
One way of understanding of the ways in which Somali young people engage with the 
opportunity structures of the host society and plan their futures would therefore involve 
exploring the nature and quality of their social relations and the extent to which they are 
socialised within their community networks. These concerns offer motives for concerned 
community leaders to fill the gap, because, as RQHUHVSRQGHQWKDVQRWHG\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
aspirations are mediated by their interaction with their community. As Hussein (a 
tutor/community worker) notes, the sense of belonging to a community is among the 
IDFWRUVWKDWVKDSH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFDUHHULGHQWLWLHs. He states that young people might be 
motivated by the desire to contribute to their community by pursuing careers that are 
ODFNLQJ µ<RXPLJKW VD\³,ZDQW WR WUDLQ WREH D WHDFKHUEHFDXVH WKHUH DUHQR6RPDOL
WHDFKHUV´¶. Understanding the logic of the Somali community organisations against this 
background is important for making sense of the lack of community cooperation. Two 
key sources of influence can be distinguished in the emergence and growth of 
community organisations. The first relates to the opportunities offered by the UK 
multicultural policy context that shape the struggle for recognition and for social 
equality. As Zetter et al. (2005) argue, refugee community organisations have been 
ZLGHO\ UHJDUGHG µDV SULPH PRYHUV LQ IRVWHULQJ LQWHJUDWLRQ¶ Zithin the discourse of 
multiculturalism. Second, community organisations are often set up by concerned 
members of the community to reconstruct their pre-immigration practices in the host 
society in an attempt to preserve cultural and religious heritage, which they perceive to 
be under threat of being assimilated into the host culture. However, ironically, the drive 





by favourable multicultural policy subsides in the face of the centrifugal forces that 
haunt the Somali community. 
During the period of data collection in early 2011, I attended a workshop co-organised 
by one of the community leaders participating in this research. There was a debate 
among the community leaders, particularly among the Somaliland ones, on how they 
officially would want to register themselves in the UK national census. In preparation 
for how to register, this debate was mainly about ethnicity and national identity. Some 
ZHUH VXJJHVWLQJ WKDW µ6RPDOLV¶ IURP 6RPDOLODQG VKRXOG UHJLVWHU WKHPVHOYHV DV
µ6RPDOLODQGHUV¶ZKLOHRWKHUVZHUHHLWKHULQGLIIHUHQWWRWKHGHEDWHRUZDQWHGWRUHJLVWHU
DV µ6RPDOLV¶ 2QH FRPPXQLW\ OHDGHU VXJJHVWHG WKDW UHJDUGOHVV RI FRXQWU\ RI RULJLQ
(Somaliland or Somalia), those in thH8.VKRXOG DOO UHJLVWHU WKHPVHOYHV DV µ6RPDOLV¶
7KLVSDUWLFXODUFRPPXQLW\OHDGHU¶VYLHZVUHSUHVHQWHGWKRVHZKRIHOWWKDW6RPDOLVLQWKH
UK, regardless of their regional and ethnic origin, face a common threat. In his view, if 
ethnic minority communities µUHDFKD WKUHVKROG RI WKH\ UHFHLYH VSHFLDO VWDWXV¶. 
He argued that in the previous census Somalis were estimated at around 43,000, and he 
UDLVHGFRQFHUQVWKDWUHJLVWHULQJDVµ6RPDOLODQGHUV¶UHJDUGOHVVRIWKHIDFWWKDWWHQ\HDUV
later since 2001, the number of this young community would increase anyway) would 
split the number for the Somali community as a whole and thus weaken the struggle for 
recognition. Another community leader felt that identity and ethnicity are very much 
political and that they had a moral responsibility towards their country to reinforce their 
distinct identity as Somalilanders.  
&RQVHTXHQWO\ LW LV DUJXHG WKDW WKH LGHD RI FRPPXQLW\ LQ LWV µLPDJLQHG¶ FRQVWUXFW
(Blackshow, 2010) for making sense of social segmentation shapes both interpersonal 
and community relations, that is, relations among members of different community 
groups within the Somali community. So, in the absence of an encompassing sense of 
community cohesion that is geographically bounded, members of this diaspora 
community have enacted clan affiliations for establishing a densely networked structure 
of relations that is transnational. Moreover, these complex community relations, which 
indeed reflect the pre-migration social practices, in turn, contribute to the positioning of 
the Somali community within the wider multicultural discourses in the host society. 
Commenting on this aspect, one community worker notes that: 
What people know are stereotypes and negative things about Somalia. One gets 






(Houssein, tutor/community worker) 
According to Houssein, such stereotypes have implications for the construction of 
idenWLW\DPRQJ\RXQJSHRSOH LQ WKDW µ>Q@RRQHZDQWVD ODZOHVVVWHUHRW\SH¶+RXVVHLQ
For him, because of this negative stereotyping, young people struggle to be associated 
ZLWKDFRPPXQLW\DQGDUHµ>M@XVWZDONLQJLQWKHVKDGRZVQRWNQRZLQJZKR>WKH\@DUH
or where [they] come from¶. The question now is: what are the implications of the lack 
of effective intra-community relations for Somali youth? In addressing this question I 
VXJJHVWWKDWWKHDEVHQFHRIZKDW3RUWHVFDOOVµERQGLQJVRFLDOFDSLWDO¶DIIHFWs the 
ways in which these youth discursively position themselves in the wider context of the 
host society and the inter-generational relationship with their parent generation who 
continue to maintain links with the home country. For, community, as a resource of 
social capital, is closely associated with the educational achievement and social mobility 
of young people (Coleman, 1988). Within the Somali context, the concept of 
µFRPPXQLW\¶LVPRUHOLNHO\WREHDV\PEROLFUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIDJURXSRISHRSOHVKDUing 
commonalities. However, the instrumental utility of identification with the community 
DQGHQDFWLQJRQH¶VEHORQJLQJWRLWRULWVQRUPDWLYHFRQQRWDWLRQVµLWLVJRRGWREHSDUWRI
DFRPPXQLW\¶DSSHDUWRKDYHEHFRPHSUREOHPDWLF(YLGHQFHIURPWKLVUHVHDrch shows 
that such an altruistic vision is difficult for the Somali community to achieve, because of 
the two pre-migration narratives of civil war and segmented social organisation 
discussed earlier, which both have rendered this community socially polarised and 
GLYLGHGLQWRµVXE-FRPPXQLW\FOXVWHUV¶+DPPRQG7KXVRQHFDQVXJJHVWWKDW
WKHVHQVHRIµFRPPXQLW\¶LVVWURQJO\PRUHGHILQHGE\µLQYLVLEOH¶FODQDIILOLDWLRQVWKDQE\
shared and historical associations. 
4.5 Conclusion 
A key aim of this chapter has been to describe the Somali community context within 
which Somali young people construct their choice biographies. A key theme emerging 
IURP WKH GDWD DQDO\VLV LV WKDW WKH 6RPDOL FRPPXQLW\¶V RULHQWDWLRQ WRZDUGV LWV
resettlement in the UK is changing from a temporary sojourn to one of more permanent 
residency. This shift is mediated by the coming-of-age children in the diaspora who are 
putting down roots in the host society and with their maturation are assuming greater 
responsibility for their futures. It has been suggested that the young are increasingly 
EHFRPLQJ FKDQJH DJHQWV LQ WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ RULHQWDWLRQ DQG DWWLWXGH WRZDUGV WKH DGRSWHG





generation become shaped by its maturing children in much the same way as parents 
VKDSH WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V FKRLFHV 7KHVHPXWXDO LQIOXHQFHV HPERG\ UROH UHYHUVDO WKDW LV
young adults effectively take on parental roles, because of their linguistic advantage and 
familiarity with the subtleties of the host culture. 
$ VHFRQG WKHPH HPHUJLQJ IURP WKH LQWHUYLHZV LV WKDW WKH µ6RPDOL¶ FXOWXUDO DQG VKDUH
identity has become contested, whereby beneath the putative homogeneity there exists 
much division in which clan affiliation as an organising framework continues to 
characterise much of the relations among members of this community. Another major 
theme emerging from the accounts of the community workers is the inability to bridge 
this community divide. It is in this context that community organisations shape the 
intergenerational transference of guidance, attitudes and orientations. Community 
activists express concerns about the collective fate of the young people in the UK and 
WKHLUYLHZVDUHODUJHO\SUHVHQWHGLQµQRUPDWLYHGLVFRXUVHV¶Gibbard, 1986) not only in 
the sense that it is their collective responsibility to ensure the continuity of cultural 
identity, and that the young should maximise the opportunities available, but also in the 
sense that both of these actions are required for maintaining the collective standing of 
the community in the host society. Some work is already being undertaken to reconstruct 
the social life routines taken over from the home country, but the community leaders 
who participated in this research show frustration with their inability to build trust 
among the community sub-groups, and this difficulty of establishing trust relations has 
been explained as being due to the polarisation of community relations. These 







Chapter 5: The Construction of Diasporic Identity 
5.1 Introduction 
Like their counterparts from other ethnic minority or immigrant communities, Somali 
young people in the UK are faced with difficult questions pertaining to their identity and 
belonging. In this chapter, I discuss the processes underlying British-Somali young 
SHRSOH¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQRIGLDVSRUDLGHQWLW\$ core aspect in this process is the fact that, 
as will be argued, the majority of these young people %"$&-(*"&) their identities, that is, 
they actively emphasise the permanency of their sojourn in the diaspora. The discussion 
of this phenomenon focuses on two dimensions of identity formation: identity as 
constructed through intersubjective social processes and identity as a self-realisation 
project. Focusing on the mediating role of social relationships, translational links and the 
level of incorporation into the host society, I differentiate three overlapping 
manifestations of this new diaspora identity: circumstantial, Muslim and multicultural. I 
have described these three modes of self-identification as the %"$&-(*"&$'"(+.of identity, 
which is a process of belonging to an adopted country while maintaining transnational 
OLQNVZLWKDQRWKHUµLPDJLQHG¶KRPHFRXQWU\7KHGLIIHUHQWFDWHJRULHVUHSUHVHQWGLIIHUHQW
degrees of this diaspora identity. I also argue that these different ways of searching for 
meaning and belonging are strategies that young people develop to deal with the 
continuity/discontinuity dilemmas they face in their daily lives. Moreover, I argue that 
identity construction is both space- and time-related in that the majority of the young 
people in this research have experienced multiple moves, and in that process have 
assumed different identities reflecting their migration trajectories. Further, socialisation 
processes, transmigration and the multicultural setting into which the diaspora young 
people are born or raised form the context in which identity is constructed in both its 
cultural and linguistic dimensions. Identity construction is also time-related in that it is a 
relational concept, which is a reflection of subjectivity; time-bound in the sense that it 
potentially changes with maturation. 
5.2 C ircumstantial identity 
In the previous chapter, I distinguished two processes that characterise the emergence of 
the Somali community in the diaspora: continuity and change. I discuss the latter in the 
fourth section of this chapter. Continuity is a strategy of managing %"$&-(*"&)% identity, 
which in some respects entails resistance to change. For, the mere fact of their presence 





distinctiveness so that they remain a recognisable part of the larger multicultural setting. 
In many respects circumstantial identity represents resistance to the threats of change 
young people (as part of the emerging Somali immigrant community) face in their daily 
lives. It involves racial awareness that is not subsumed under the hegemonic values of 
PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP $GKHUHQFH WR RQH¶V RZQ FXOWXUDO LGHQWLWLHV DQG KHQFH WKH LGHQWLW\
hyphenation of diaspora-Somalis is regarded as merely circumstantial. That is, while 
they acknowledge this hyphenation, they do not see the geographical displacement 
experienced by their parent-generation as entailing a displacement of cultural identities. 
7KH µFLUFXPVWDQWLDO¶ LGHQWLW\ LQYROYHVERWKDQDUWLculation of this displaced heritage in 
the host society and an act of resistance to the -$'#(6(,"&"+, practices (Archer, 2008) 
inherent in the hegemonic values of the dominant host culture. With this type of identity, 
young people consider their presence iQWKH8.DVWHPSRUDU\DQGµFLUFXPVWDQWLDO¶WKDW
LV WKH\ KDYH GHYHORSHG D IRUP RI D µGLDVSRUD LGHQWLW\¶ ZKHUHE\ WKH\ UHIHU WR WKHLU
presence in the diaspora merely in terms of the circumstances around their forced 




I am a British citizen but I will say I am a Somalian ... Actually, I am Somalian 
first then British citizen. (Youssuf, 16, A-level student, male) 
 
2QHRI WKH UHFXUUHQW WKHPHV LQ \RXQJSHRSOH¶V DFFRXQWV UHYROYHV DURXQG WKH IDFW WKDW
despite the shift towards a more permanent residency in the diaspora, where young 
people play a pivotal role, some still retain a strong sense of pride in their Somalinessµ,
ZDV ERUQ LQ %ULWDLQ EXW , DP D 6RPDOLDQ¶ +DURXQ  $-level student, male). 
Circumstantial identity captures this process of foregrounding cultural identity over its 
hyphenation (i.e. Diaspora-Somali; British-Somali; Dutch-Somali; etc.) and this form of 
identity is born out of a mixture of cultural heritage, ethnicity and place of birth on the 
one hand and threats of discontinuities on the other. According to Fangen (2007b), 
although the degree of attachment to their cultural identity varies, most Somali young 
people tend to define themselves essentially as Somalis and regard their identity as given 
DQG LQGLVSXWDEOH1RQHWKHOHVV D µGLIIHUHQW NLQG RI 6RPDOL¶ Engebrigtsen, 2011: 304) 
identity is emerging. For as Modood (2007: 101-DUJXHVµWKHDVVHUWLRQRILGHQWLWLHV
depends upon circumstances, including the presence of other groupings, but cannot be 





µEDODQFLQJ DFW¶ :DULNRR  LQ WKH SURFHVV RI LQFRUSRUDWLRQ LQWR WKH GRPLQDQW
culture. Two processes can be differentiated that underlie this balancing act, i.e. the 
maintenance and reconstruction of cultural identity in the diaspora: family processes and 
('#)*"+, processes. Emotional links with the country of descent are maintained through 
µIDPLO\LQIOXHQFHV¶PDQLIHVWHGLQDQRXWULJKWUHMHFWLRQRIWKHKRVWFXOWXUHLGHQWLW\2PDU
explains this as follows: 
 
7KHUH LV RQH WKLQJP\GDGGRHVQ¶W OLNH , VDLG to my dad one day that I got a 
%ULWLVKSDVVSRUWWKDWPHDQV,DP%ULWLVK+HJRWPDGKHVDLGµ\RX¶UHQRW%ULWLVK
\RX¶OODOZD\VEHD6RPDOLDQ¶$IWHU,VDLGµWKDWLVKRZ,DP,FDQ¶WFKDQJHZKR,
am no matter¶. (Omar, 14, GCSE student, male) 
 
The way second-generation young people engage with the opportunities in the host 
society partly depends on the nature of their social relations within their community 
networks. 7KDW LV FRQWDFWZLWK RQH¶V RZQ FRPPXQLW\ IRUPV WKH EDVLV WKURXJKZKLFK
engagement with the opportunity structure is mediated. Following Coleman (1988), I 
VXJJHVW WKDW LQ FDVHV ZKHUH OLQNV ZLWK RQH¶V RZQ QHWZRUN LV VWURQJ VHOI-esteem and 
identity follow suit and the young person is more likely to become more agential in the 
way he or she engages with the opportunity structures. The development of attitudes and 
expectations embedded in migration biographies is intricately linked to the question of 
µLGHQWLW\¶ ZKLFK IRU VRPH \RXQJ SHRSOH JLYHV ULVH WR WKH HPHUJLQJ SUR-education 
#$/"'0&, which I discuss in Chapter 6. Identity can be used as a resource by marginalised 
JURXSV EHFDXVH LW KDV DQ REMHFWLYH EHDULQJ RQ \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V OLIH-chances in that it 
informs the ways in which they construct their aspirations. In the case of Omar, 
maintaining emotional links with the originating country reinforces the idea of 
appreciating chances in the host country, which is mediated through family narratives. 
Omar enjoys strong links with a three-generation family. He has a grandmother involved 
in forming his SomaOL LGHQWLW\ DQ XQFOH LQ IRUJLQJ KLV µOHDUQHU LGHQWLW\¶ DQG SDUHQWV
VRFLDOLVLQJKLPLQWRH[SHFWDWLRQVWKDWKHKDVDGRSWHGµ0\PXPWROGPHZKHQ,JURZXS
[to] make money and help the family¶. The involvement of the extended family 
members in guiding him has not only mediated his learner identity, but has also shaped 
his self-identification:  
 
I have my grandma telling me about [the history of Somaliland], because she 





about how it [the war] started. That is one thing that got me motivated about 
KLVWRU\7KHQ ,ZDV OLNH µ2. LI , NQRZ WKDW DERXWP\ FRXQWU\ , VKRXOG OHDUQ
VRPHWKLQJDERXWWKLVFRXQWU\>8.@¶2PDU*&6(VWXGHQWPDOH 
 
Despite the fact that Omar has known no other country than the UK, he still considers 
KLVVWD\LQWKH8.DVWHPSRUDU\DQGµFLUFXPVWDQWLDO¶WKDWLVKHKDVGHYHORSHGDform of 
diaspora identity that makes him perceive his presence here as merely due to the 
circumstances of forced migration. So not only the myth to return, but also the wish to 
return in order to contribute to developments in the country of descent, serve as major 
drivers in the construction of some learner identities.  
 
If you look [at] Africa today it is a Third World [continent] and one of my aims 
is like, if I can, to prevent diseases in my country and make poverty history. And 
OLNH,¶YHEHHQWKHUHWKUHHWLPHVDQGOLNHLW¶VDQQR\LQJZKHQ\RXVHHROGSHRSOH
sick on the streets. If you compare to this country you see the NHS [National 
Health Service] is a free health service, but in Somaliland you have to pay loads 
of money just to get like a little treatment. So if I open like free health service 
like [the] NHS over there, life would be much better and people would be much 
more healthier and would not be dying at such a young age. (Omar, 14, GCSE 
student, male) 
 
In his account, Omar explains how visiting Somaliland reinforced his career aspirations. 
,GLVFXVVKRZVXFKµLPPLJUDQWRSWLPLVP¶VKDSHV\RXQJSHRSOH¶VDVSLUDWLRQLQ&KDSWHU 6, 
but for the purpose at hand it is sufficient to say that the involvement of the extended 
family members in guiding him has not only mediated his learner identity, but has also 
shaped his self-identification as more of a Somalilander than British. In this regard, he is 
considering his stay in the UK as an opportunity to get educated, anticipating a return to 
6RPDOLODQGZKLFKKHFDOOVµKRPH¶)RU2PDUµP\FRXQWU\¶H[SUHVVHVWKHVLJQLILFDQFH
KH DWWDFKHV WR WKH FRXQWU\ RI KLV SDUHQWV 7KH LGHDV DERXW µKRPH FRXQWU\¶ EHLQJ KLV
SDUHQWV¶ QDWLYH FRXQWU\ DQG WKH 8. DV µD FRXQWU\ RI RSSRUWXQLWLHV¶ LPSDUWHG WR KLP
through family relations, mediate his views towards his presence in the UK, including 
those towards education and identity. 
Family settings are spaces for constant battles over negotiating a self-identity; in family 





seeking parental approval as well as incurring parental disapproval, as is the case with 
2PDU¶VVHOI-LGHQWLILFDWLRQRIµ%ULWLVKQHVV¶. It is through the avoidance of such parental 
µJHWWLQJPDG¶WKDWDVHQVHRIXQVKDNHDEOHDXWKHQWLFDQGWUDQVQDWLRQDOLGHQWLW\URRWHGLQ
ethnic origin is created that cannot be changed by mere dislocation. Quite often family 
influences are sufficient for transmitting and instilling such self-identification, for 
IDPLOLHV VRPHWLPHV WDNHVWURQJPHDVXUHV LQ VKDSLQJ WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VHWKQLF LGHQWLW\DV
shown in the following quote: 
 
, ZDV ERUQ LQ 1RUZD\ , GRQ¶W UHPHPEHU PXFK RI P\ childhood. My Mum 
decided that we move to Dubai for religious purposes because she was 
concerned we would go astray and become atheists or Christians. She wanted to 
give us the Muslim faith. So we moved to Dubai. (Aisha, 20, gap year student, 
female) 
 
The above quotes illustrate the significance of family processes in the formation of 
identity. I discuss how identity is defined in religious terms in the next section, but for 
the purpose at hand I focus on the cultural/ethnic dimensions of identity and the role of 
VLJQLILFDQW RWKHUV LQ WKDW SURFHVV$OWKRXJK$LVKD VWDWHV WKDW VKH UHFDOOV KHUPRWKHU¶V




[M]y teachers used to feed me with the idea that I [was] a Black-Norwegian, 
because of the fact that I was born in Norway. So I used to think of myself as a 
Norwegian child. I was Norwegian outside and I was Somali inside my house. I 
had two different identities. (Aisha, 20, gap year student, female) 
 
$LVKD¶V QDUUDWLYH VKRZV QRW RQO\ WKH UROH RI IDPLO\ SURFHVVHV EXW DOVR WKH SURIRXQG
implications space and time have for the construction of identity. In KHUVWDWHPHQWµ1RZ
, FDQ ILUPO\ VD\ , DP6RPDOLDQ¶ VKH UHIOHFWV RQ WKHGHYHORSPHQWRIKHU LGHQWLW\RYHU
time; as a result of changing the locality where she grew up and moving to Dubai, she 
µVWDUWHGWRLGHQWLI\KHUVHOIDV0XVOLP¶$LVKD¶VH[SHULHQFHVDUHrelatively unusual in that 
unlike the majority of the diaspora-born/raised who either have no experience of living 
in their country of descent or go there on holiday, she has multiple transnational 





Dubai and in Somaliland, according to her account, for the sole purpose of solidifying 
her Muslim and ethnic identity. 
$VLPLODU IDPLO\ LQIOXHQFHDSSHDUV IURP$PLQD¶VDFFRXQW IRU DV VKHQRWHV µ,GLGQRW
need other Somalis around me to reinforce my identity¶,QKHUVWDWHPHQWµLWZDVJLYHQ
IURPP\KRXVHKROG¶VKHHPSKDVLVHVWKHUROHRIIDPLO\LQWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIKHUFXOWXUDO
and ethnic Somali identity. Family processes shape not only the construction of identity, 
but also the development of self-esteem, which is crucial for Somali young people when 
dealing with the challenges that they are confronted with, as the following quote 
exemplifies: 
,VHHP\VHOIDVRQHRI WKHWRSSHRSOHOLNH«,DPIURPDJRRGFXOWXUH%HIRUH
when there was peace, Somalia used to be good and used to be known. Now as 
there is no peace back home people think of us as refugees and all that. They say 
ZHGRQ¶WKDYHDKRPHRXUKRPHLVGHVWUR\HGDQGHYHU\WKLQJEXWZHGRQ¶WFDUH
All we know is that one day Somalia is gonna get peace and we will go back 
there. (Geuddi, 16, A-level student, male). 
Pride in origin is important for self-realisation. As Giddens (1991: 66) argues, self-
HVWHHPIHHGVLQWRµRQWRORJLFDOVHFXULW\¶ZKLFKLVHVVHQWLDOIRUWKHGHYHOopment of self-
confidence. Drawing on the myth of a discourse of return (Anwar, 1979), Geuddi finds 
this belonging in his imagined home country. Stable identity, in part, shapes self-
positioning in the context of the immediate social milieu ± one that comprises barriers, 
opportunities, and where one derives a sense of pride, security, belongingness and 
µVWUDWHJLFVHOI-SRVLWLRQLQJLQUHODWLRQWRRWKHUV¶*HZLUW]DQG&ULEE 
I see myself as the Somali more than anything else to be honest with you. Yes I 
love Britain. Britain gave me great opportunity to make something of my life, 
and I do have gratefulness and am respectful for the opportunities given to me 
here in the UK, but I still see myself as Somali first and foremost, but, you know, 
at the saPH WLPH HTXDOO\ ,¶P QRW DVKDPHG WR VD\ ,¶P %ULWLVK HLWKHU 6R , VHH
P\VHOI DV 6RPDOL DQG FXOWXUDOO\ WKDW¶V LQWHUHVWLQJ FXOWXUDOO\ , GR ZKDW PRVW
young people would probably do in the UK. You know like socialise with 
friends, go to the cinema, you know just have a laugh with the boys. 
(Abdirahman, 25, youth worker, male) 
:KDWLVGLVWLQFWLYHDERXWWKH6RPDOLLGHQWLW\LVWKDWPRUHRIWHQWKDQQRW\RXQJSHRSOH¶V





phenotypical DSSHDUDQFHVLQWKHVHQVHWKDWµ,DPREYLRXVO\D6RPDOLDQ¶. They consider 
their identity and belongingness in relation to their families and individual spheres, but 
not in relation to community membership. Indeed, for most young people it is individual 
well-being that is a priority, while for community workers the concern is collective 
survival. For the community leaders, in the words of Qamar, a community worker, 
6RPDOL \RXQJ SHRSOH DUH µREYLRXVO\  ORVLQJ VRPH VRUW RI LGHQWLW\¶. This created 
imperatives for the first generation Somalis and for community leaders to raise cultural 
awareness among the younger generation. It is felt that such intergenerational 
GLIIHUHQFHVDURXQGWKHFHQWUDOLW\RILGHQWLW\IXUWKHUVKDSHWKH6RPDOLFRPPXQLW\¶VVHQVH
of collectivity. In a way, the processes underlying the construction of an overarching 
national identity reflect the crises in relations discussed in the previous chapter. 
0RUHRYHUHPEHGGHGQHVVZLWKLQRQH¶VRZQFRPPXQLW\QHWZRUNIDFLOLWDWHVWKHQXUWXULQJ
of certain distinct cultural traits, i.e. language, beliefs and value systems, which are 
crucial for the development of personal identity and self-positioning within the wider 
society. 
In addition to community membership, a second source for the construction of 
circumstantial identity is a critical awareness of µrace¶ relations. One way of developing 
an awareness of racially defined identity in a multicultural setting is through peer 
relationships. Drawing on her own experiences, one community worker notes: 
 
I am actually thinking of myself ... because I remember when I was at school 
DQGHYHU\VXPPHUKROLGD\\RXNQRZZHZLOOKDYHP\IULHQGVVD\LQJµ2KVKHLV
going back home¶. I used to wish I had a home to go to because there is no way 
,¶GVWD\KHUHIRUVL[ZHHNV,ZRuld have loved to go back every holiday back 
home. (Shamsa, community worker) 
 
However, quite often awareness of µrace¶ relations is shaped by schooling experiences, 
either through teacher expectations (the example of Aisha discussed above) or through 
reflective engagement with the school curriculum, as is the case with Sahra and Amina 
(see below). With this critical awareness, some young people, like Amina, have 
experienced alienation in school settings. Her daily routine was a struggle between the 
cultural and linguistic discontinuities of her background, on the one hand, and the 
DOLHQDWLQJPHFKDQLVPVRIGRPLQDQW µ('#)*"+,¶GLVFRXUVHV RQ WKHRWKHU:LWKRXWEHLQJ





family was integrated into Dutch society, where she lived from the age of three until she 
had completed her secondary education. The Dutch language was her first language, in 
WKH IRUPDO VHQVH (QJOLVK KHU VHFRQG DQG DW KRPH µLW ZDV LQVLVWHG WKDW >VKH@ VSRNH
Somali¶. Speaking Somali was a strong reminder of her ethnic origin and more 
importantly a tool used by her parents to transmit cultural practices which, according to 
KHUDFFRXQW LQ WXUQLQIRUPHGKHUOLIHVWUDWHJLHV ,QKHUFDVHKHUSDUHQWV¶ LQVLVWHQFHRQ
her and her siblings speaking Somali at home shaped her views regarding ethnic origin. 
However, she remembers that the daily routine of her family life resembled that of her 
QHLJKERXUVVKHZHQWWREDOOHWFODVVHVDQGKHUEURWKHUVWR6DWXUGD\IRRWEDOOFOXEVµ)Rr 
PDQ\\HDUV¶VKHUHFDOOVµZHOHGDYHU\VKHOWHUHGOLIHQRWNQRZLQJZHZHUHGLIIHUHQW¶. 
In addition to the family processes, a similarly salient process emanating from the nature 
of the school curriculum moulded her early aspirations and her awareness oIµotherness¶
$PLQD¶V H[SHULHQFH RI EHLQJ WKH RQO\ EODFN FKLOG LQ D SULYDWH VFKRRO ZKHUH VKH
questioned the nature of the taught curriculum underpinned her awareness of µrace¶ 
relations at an early age. While dominant institutions discursively position them as 
µRWKHUVµ \RXQJ SHRSOH DUH QRW SDVVLYH UHFLSLHQWV RI FRQWH[WXDO LQIOXHQFHV )RU WKH\
subjectively construct their identities through negotiation or rejection of assigned 
identities and, depending on time and space, assume different situational identities.!
 
It has emerged that maintaining links with community culture, either directly or through 
family links or with the country of descent, fosters the development of a transnational 
identity. Those with a strong sense of such identity tend to think beyond geographical 
limitations in forming their aspirations; they thus show a keen interest in developments 
LQ WKHµKRPHFRXQWU\¶RI WKHLUSDUHQWV UHJDUGOHVVRI WKH-*$4'"4$6 connection with this 
FRXQWU\ 7KHLU FRQQHFWLRQ WR WKHLU µKRPH FRXQWU\¶ LV DQ )3('"(+$6 one. Some of the 
young people in this category are diaspora-born/raised who have experienced ('#)*"+, 
GLVFRXUVHVEXWPRVWRIWKRVHZKRPDLQWDLQHPRWLRQDOOLQNVZLWKWKHµKRPHFRXQWU\¶DUH
new arrivals (young immigrants who spent their formative years in the country of 
descent). Such emotional attachment is manifested in their attitude towards education, 
ZKLFK LV H[SUHVVHG LQ WHUPV RI µP\ FRXQWU\ QHHGV PH¶ LQ FRQIRUPLW\ ZLWK IDPLOLDO
expectations. I would suggest that it is here that the explanatory relevance of the concept 
of ethnicity as a form of social capital mediates orientation towards opportunity 





5.3 Resorting to faith for belonging 
$VGLVFXVVHGLQ&KDSWHUWKH6RPDOLQDWLRQDOµLGHQWLW\¶KDVEHHQZHDNHQHGEy the civil 
war and political crises in that country, to the extent that even Somali+)&& has now 
become contested. To fill up this national identity vacuum, the way in which Somali 
young people in the diaspora construe their identity results from contextual influences 
within the current racialised, gendered and classed discourses in the new host country. 
While they might be searching for somewhere to belong to, the reviewed literature 
shows that they are readily allocated a new racialised identity ± as part of the black 
community. Moreover, Islam has become for some young people the overriding marker 
of identity. In some respects this, as an organising concept, has taken precedence among 
the Somali diaspora over their ethnic identity in that it has survived social fragmentation 
and ensuing crises in Somali community relations.  
 
A number of mosques are also opening up solely run by Somalis. We have one in 
Haringey, there is one in Tower Hamlets, there is one now opening up in 
Southall. I think there are about four or five mosques run by Somalis. Previously 
we used to go to mosques run by Asians particularly by the Pakistani 
community. (Mustafa, community worker) 
The establishment of religious centres serves multiple purposes. It signifies the urgency 
to find a sense of community consciousness; it functions as a strategy for managing 
changes and preserving cultural values; and acts as a landmark emphasising permanent 
establishment in the host society. Mosques as expressions of Muslim identity are sites 
for fostering a sense of belonging far beyond the boundaries of national, racial, ethnic 
and clan identities. For community leaders, Somali young people are at risk of losing 
WKHLU FXOWXUDO KHULWDJH DQG HWKQLF LGHQWLW\ RU HYHQ µVK\ DZD\ WR EH FDOOHG 6RPDOL RU
idenWLI\ WKHPVHOYHV¶ +RXVVHLQ WXWRUFRPPXQLW\ ZRUNHU$W WKH LQGLYLGXDO OHYHO WKH
articulation of Muslim identity is achieved through distinct Islamic dress codes and 
through discursive self-positioning. For example, Choukri emphasises her Muslim 
identity as a key signifier of her daily life, more important than her ethnic or national 
identity:  
 
I would firstly identify myself as a Muslim. Obviously I am a Somali person or 
whatever, but I see my identity more with the Muslim community rather than 






,Q WKH IDFHRIGLVFRQWLQXLWLHV LQHYHU\GD\ OLIH&KRXNUL¶VHWKQLF LGHQWLW\ LV UHSODFHGE\
her faith-based one. However, while their Muslim identity is unquestionably part of their 
Somali identity, the young people differ markedly in relation to how they construct and 
enact their Muslim identity. For Sahra, her reconstruction of her Muslim identity is a 
UHVSRQVHWRDWDFLWSURFHVVRIDOLHQDWLRQFDVWLQDµSRVLWLYHODQJXDJHRIVXSSRUW¶WKDWVKH
has experienced at school. She reports that during her secondary schooling days a 
project aiming to raise ethnic minority achievement, specifically for Somali students, 
ZDVODXQFKHGLQKHUVFKRROZKLFKUHLQIRUFHGKHUµHWKQLFPLQRULW\VWDWXV¶. Although she 
is quite firm about heUHWKQLF LGHQWLW\ µ'HILQLWHO\D6RPDOLDQ¶VKHVWLOO VWUXJJOHVZLWK
both her self-identification and geographical attachment in the here-and-now: 
At times I feel like, I would not say a refugee, but not far away from it, because 
I do feel there is some part of me that is actually there. I happen to be here 
because of circumstances. My heart is there. I only visited three times and the 
longest time I have there was for about two months in 2007, but that is for me 





common among first generation immigrants. Muslim identity in this context functions 
for young people like 6DKUDDV D VWUDWHJ\ IRUPDQDJLQJ µ$/&)+'.-*)&)+4)¶ LQ WKHKHUH-
and-QRZZKLFK LV WKH µGH-WHUULWRULDOLVDWLRQ¶ Deleuze & Guattari, 1988) of belonging, 
involving an emotional investment in an imaginary country. It is within this context that 
Sahra tries to find her sense of belonging in her Muslim identity. Her religious identity is 
much intertwined with her professional identity and although she emphasises divine 
SUHGHVWLQDWLRQWKDWLVWDONLQJLQWHUPVRI*RG¶VZLOOVKHDOVRVKRZVDJHQF\LQPDNLQJ
conscious choices. Modood (2007: 117) argues that agency cannot always be understood 
µLQREMHFWLYHWHUPVZLWKRXWUHIHUHQFHWRFXOWXUDOQRUPV¶. With some female respondents 
religious identity is visibly clear from their Islamic dress, and they seem to negotiate this 
LGHQWLW\ZLWKLQWKHLUHYHU\GD\OLIH ,Q6DKUD¶VFDVHVKHUHJDUGVKHUIDLWKDVDVRXUFHRI
KHUVWUHQJWKDQGWDONLQJDERXW LWVKHVWDWHVµ0\IDLWKLQIOXHQFes me a lot. Without it I 






Clearly, the ways in which young people construct their identities is shaped by social 
relations, which by their very nature are intertwined with power relations that are in the 
main arrangHGDORQJFODVVµUDFLDO¶JURXSVDQGJHQGHUGLYLVLRQV'HVFULELQJKHUSUHVHQFH
LQWKH8.DVµFLUFXPVWDQWLDO¶DQGORFDWLQJKHUEHORQJLQJLQKHUSDUHQWV¶QDWLYHFRXQWU\
Sahra reveals in her narrative how her µRWKHUHG¶ racial status is co-constructed out of an 
interaction between ('#)*"+, practices from dominant social institutions and her 
responses to these. She comments: 
 
At the time when I got my A-Level results, the BBC came into our secondary 
school. They came into a few and they came to this one because everybody was 




In this quote, SaKUD¶VSHUFHSWLRQRIKHU VFKRRODVDQ µHWKQLFPDMRULW\ VFKRRO¶DQGKHU
IHHOLQJ WKDW KHU VFKRRO¶V DFKLHYHPHQWV DWWUDFWHG PHGLD LQWHUHVW VLPSO\ EHFDXVH RI LWV
µHWKQLFPDMRULW\ VWDWXV¶ LOOXVWUDWH WKH IDFW WKDW VKHZDV µFULWLFDOO\ FRQVFLRXV¶ (Frymer, 
2006: 104) RIKHUSRVLWLRQ6KHUHVSRQGHGWRWKLVZLWKDQDWWLWXGHRIµOHW¶VWDONWRWKHP¶
DQGEHLQJVHHQDVDµVXEMHFW¶E\GLVFXUVLYHO\VKUXJJLQJLWRIIZLWKKHUFRPPHQWµ7KHVH
FUHDWXUHV¶ 'HVSLWH VKUXJJLQJ LW RII LQLWLDOO\ VXFK Hxperiences had nonetheless a 
profound influence on her subjective sense of belonging. For instance, a striking 
REVHUYDWLRQ LQ KHU FRPPHQWV LV DERXW µWKH PHGLD LQWHUHVW LQ HWKQLF PLQRULW\ FKLOGUHQ
getting good grades¶. This is salient because quite often the performance of children 
IURPHWKQLFPLQRULW\ JURXSV LV XQGHUVWRRG LQ WHUPVRI µXQGHUDFKLHYHPHQW¶ SRUWUD\LQJ
minority ethnic youth as non-engaging and lacking in appropriate dispositions, i.e. those 
required for constructive engagement with the schooling process.  
Archer (2008), in her study of Chinese young people in the UK, found that ('#)*"+, 
discourses with their *$4"$6"&)% overtones are not only limited to minority ethnic youth 
underachievement relative to white peers, but that also over-achievement is presented as 
undesirable. Archer (2008: 91) argues that their achievement is -$'#(6(,"&)%; Chinese 
young people are represented as victims of an oppressive culture which values 
µSDVVLYLW\¶DQGµKDUGZRUN¶. In a similar vein, optimism and aspirations of young people 
IURP LPPLJUDQWEDFNJURXQGVDUH UHSUHVHQWHGDV µXQUHDOLVWLF¶ PRUHRQ WKLV LQ WKHQH[W





the hegemonic integrationist connotations of multiculturalism. However, for some young 
people Muslim identity is not necessarily a response to ('#)*"+, discourses, but a natural 
SDUWRIWKHLUVHOIKRRGµI see myself as a Muslim, I see myself firstly as Muslim but I see 
myself as a British-6RPDOLDQ¶+DURXQ)RURWKHUVOLNe Geuddi, Muslim identity is an 
HVVHQWLDOSDUWRIZKDWSDUHQWV LPSDUW WR WKHLUFKLOGUHQ µcos she trained me since I was 
\RXQJDQGVKHWKLQNVRIRXUUHOLJLRQDQGRXUHGXFDWLRQDWWKHVDPHWLPH¶Geuddi, 16, A-
level student, male).  
%DVHG RQ WKHLU µUDFH¶ Iaith and immigration narratives, Somali young people bear 
multiple identities: while they reconstruct their Muslim identity, they are equally framed 
as part of the wider British black community and by drawing on their displacement 
experiences they remain distinguishable from both the British black community as well 
as other voluntary immigrants. Moreover, these young people have developed a more 
context-dependent identity: while outdoors they identify with peers, at home they 
µVZLWFK¶WKHLULGHQWLW\WRFRQIorm to familial normative expectations. This is illustrated 
by Haroun: 
The way you dress outside and the way you dress to work has to be two 
different things. The way you speak has to be two different things. The way you 
act has to be two different things. You have to act in certain amount like two 
different people. (Haroun, 17, A-level student, male) 
 
Haroun remains conscious of his ethnicity and also of changes in the cultural identity of 
6RPDOL\RXQJSHRSOHµFXOWXUHPDNHV\RXOLNH<RXDUH\RXUFXOWXUH [and] you are not 
VXSSRVHGWRFKDQJH\RXUFXOWXUH¶DQGDWWKHVDPHWLPHKHVD\VµWKHUHLVVRPHWKLQJVWKDW
I do myself that are not our culture [Interviewer asked: Like what?], my hair [he has his 
hair braided], for example, is not our culture [laughs] but I see things that are even, that 
are a bit worse than what I am doing¶. Here Haroun reflectively acknowledges that the 
µEUDLGHG KDLU¶ KH LV VSRUWLQJ LV VHHQ DV SDUW RI WKH GLVFRQWLQXLW\ZKLFK KH MXVWLILHV DV
µPDQDJLQJ P\ KDLU¶ \HW KH LV ZHOO DZDUH WKDW change is inevitable. What his quote 
UHSUHVHQWV LV WKH WKHPH RI µUHVLVWDQFH¶ WRZDUGV D FRPSOHWH DVVLPLODWLRQ DQG ORVV RI
authentic national identity. He is negotiating his personal identity at the margin of his 
cultural heritage within the context of the KHJHPRQLFFXOWXUHZKLFKKHVHHNVWRµILWLQ¶
(Forman, 2001) with. Despite experiences of the youth justice system, he is of the 






young people are skilful in impression management, as is noted by one community 
leader: 
 
These children, somehow, have to navigate between the two cultures. When they 
are with their parents they have to act like a typical Somali, when they are with 
their peer group they have to conform exactly to what is expected of them. In a 
ZD\WKH\DUHGRLQJTXLWHZHOODQG,FDQFDOOWKHPµIDLUO\EL-cultural¶. Parents are 
not bi-cultural in that sense. Where the child would be able to fit both cultures and 
can act or behave to a certain degree, not fully, like a Somali when he is within the 
Somali context, a parent will not have the flexibility. (Hamud, tutor/community 
worker) 
 
Young people take on multiple identities and since their public behaviour clashes with 
their private identity, they develop strategies to manage dual and perhaps even multiple 
identities. Parents, on the other hand, want to retain their cultural identities and want to 
ensure their children adopt these, and the context in which parents want to impart these 
traits does not facilitate this process. In particular, there appear to be gender differences 
in this public/private discontinuity and in the degree of adherence to the Muslim 
identity. While with the young males dress code is often not as visible as with the young 
females. $UJXDEO\ IURPDQHDUO\ DJH WKH\DFFHSW WKHLU µ('#)*+)&&¶ZKLOH\RXQJPDOHV
continue to maintain their Somali-Muslim identity cast in a multicultural expression. 
That is, it would appear thDWJLUOVKDYHUHVROYHGWKHµEL-FXOWXUDO¶LGHQWLW\DWDQHDUO\DJH
for as Choukri notes:  
 
Yeah, they are more Somali Somalis and they hang around with Somali groups, 
but when they are probably primary school because obviously they are wearing 
hijab, they would identify themselves with Asians wearing hijab. They would be 
in that group. Whereas Somali boys I think they find it harder to identify with 
anyone. I think they try sometimes to go with black boys and Asian boys, but I 
think they are always in the middle because black boys may not be Muslim and 
then they experience, from what have seen anyway, racism from some of the 







In this quote, Choukri echoes the general discussion among the Somali community that 
young males are at an increased risk of exclusion. Hamda makes a similar observation: 
 
I see a lot of boys just hanging around, just wasting their time, going to prison, 
whereas girls, they are more into the religion and education. Erm so it is like, I 
rather see as a gender than like as a whole. (Hamda, 21, university student, 
female) 
 
The accounts of some young people show that there is a construction of not only new 
identities in the diaspora, but also a continuation of the old identity. They constantly and 
reflectively negotiate the maintenance of their cultural heritage, while embracing the 
changes to their cultural practices, which is necessary for establishing their lives in their 
new homeland. Of course, they differ in the way they manage this change/continuity 
tension and do so with little help from their parents, by developing their own strategies 
of making sense of their everyday experiences in the host country. Clearly, the young 
are more adept in reconciling the changes and continuities, while the parent generation 
often struggles with the cultural mismatches. That is, the former experiment with 
different strategies of engaging in the world around them with which they are more 
familiar than their parents. As discussed in Chapter 4, it is here that the young people 
become catalysts in the change process, which the Somali immigrant family encounters 
while negotiating a position in the host society. 
!
Themes of religion and culture as organising concepts for making sense of their lives 
and that of their fellow members run through the accounts of some of the young people. 
7KHFRQFHSWRI µFXOWXUH¶HQMR\VPXFKFXUUHQF\DPRQJVRFLDO VFLHQWLVWVDQG OD\SHRSOH
alike to offer readily available explanations for differences between different ethnic and 
social groups. However, it appears that cultural and religious identities are often used 
interchangeably as for some people the distinction between the two is only of theoretical 
importance. One young person, Badr (23, unemployed, male) questions the idea that 
culture is important, and instead focuses on the urgency to preserve Islamic values 
which he perceives are under threat. Talking about the war in Somalia as an example, he 
says that over the last twenty years many Somalis were killed not by outsiders or 
invaders, but by their fellow Somalis. According to him, this fact alone makes it hard for 





problems the Somali community faces are not necessarily because of the negative 
influences from the host culture, but more because of the re-enactment of social 
practices from the country of origin, which leads to a community divide. In his view 
overcoming this community divide will be an uphill struggle, because Somali young 
people are overwhelmed by the contextual influences of the host society. 
 
Badr has been in the UK for five years, but spent his formative years in Saudi Arabia. 
He seems to be disillusioned with life here and has lost any sense of belonging. He is 
particularly concerned that the position of the Somali family has been undermined by 
LQIOXHQFHV IURP RXWVLGH DJHQFLHV µ$V VRRQ DV WKH FKLOG JRHV WR VFKRRO WKH FKLOG¶V
behaviour changes because the way children are raised in the UK contravenes our 
Muslim way of raising children¶. Drawing on normative religious repertoires, he is 
concerned that schooling alienates and de-Islamises FKLOGUHQ LQ WKDW µWKH\ DUH WDXJKW
different sets of institutional values and norms and are encouraged to disclose and report 
their parents if they are treated different to the way children are supposed to be raised¶. 
%DGUJRHVRQWRVD\WKDWµLQ,VODPUHVSHFWIRUSDUHQWVDQGIRUWKRVHLQDXWKRULW\SRVLWLRQ
LV LPSRUWDQW¶ DQG KH LV FRQFHUQHG WKDW WKHVH Yalues are not being transmitted to the 
children growing up in the UK. His concerns are couched in the language of fear of 
discontinuity. Paradoxically, this is what, according to Modood (2007: 89), the 
culturalist dimensions of multiculturalism entail. Modood argues that:  
 
the positing of minority or immigrant cultures, which need to be respected, 
defended, publicly supported and so on, appeal to the view that cultures are 
discrete, frozen in time, impervious to external influences, homogenous and 
without internal dissent. (Modood 2007: 89) 
 
Such essentialist assumptions about culture deny its very nature as an evolving frame of 
reference that makes provision for the changing context and it is these flexibilities that 
some young people employ in their daily life situations. However, while for some young 
people %"$&-(*"&"+, WKHLU EHORQJLQJ HQWDLOV UHGXFWLRQ RI WKH µKRPH FRXQWU\¶ WR LWV
V\PEROLFYDOXHIRURWKHUVOLNH&KRXNULWKHLGHDRIµFRXQWU\RIGHVFHQWDVKRPHFRXQWU\¶
has even lost that symbolic value. On the question of where do you call home, she 
UHVSRQGV µ, GRQ¶W WKLQN LW ZRXOG EH WKH 8. DQG , GRQ¶W WKLQN LW ZRXOG EH 6RPDOLD







like me coming home¶$QGLWLVWKHVDPHKHUHDVZHOO,GRQ¶WIHHO,EHORQJLQ
this country either. So I would say the only time and place when I was first year 
of uni Hajj, in Mecca. That is the SODFH,ZRXOGFDOOµKRPH¶HYHQWKRXJK,ZDV
there for only a couple of weeks. It is because I felt really comfortable there. 
(Choukri, 23, PCGE student, female) 
Another definer of the circumstantial identity is the role of social media as is shown by 
the account of Hamda, who was born in the Netherlands and moved to the UK eight 
\HDUVDJR6KHLGHQWLILHVKHUVHOIDVµD6RPDOLODQGHU¶ZKLFKUHIOHFWVWUDQVQDWLRQDOIDPLO\
links and close attachment with her imagined country of descent. Although she has only 
been twice to Somaliland on holiday, she still regards it as being her home country and 
has developed a strong national identity: 
I do actually talk to my family back home and I communicate with them 
through the Internet as well seeing pictures all the time. Recently, my mother 
went there a year ago, I think a couple of years ago, and my cousins as well and 
they [brought] back a lot of memories, videos and everything. (Hamda, 21, 
university student, female) 
  
Social media plays an important role in fostering the development of a national/ethnic 
identity across time and space, for it brings home closer by transcending geographical 
distance. In many respects, while some young people feel their Muslim identity is 
mainstreamed in the sense that it is accepted as an essential feature of the 
multiculturalist society, for others like Choukri and Badr there is a rejection that this is 
the case. In their case, the Muslim identity connects them to the wider Muslim world, 
offering them a sense of security, belonging and membership in inclusive faith 
communities across time and space. Previous research shows similar findings regarding 
WKH UROH RI ,VODP LQ PHGLDWLQJ \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V VHOI-positioning in the diaspora (see 
Ajrouch and Kusow, 2007; Bigelow, 2008; Collet, 2007; Langellier, 2010). For instance, 
Bigelow (2008: 3) argues that adherence to Muslim dress represents the maintenance of 
continuities from the past in the host society. Forman (2001) concludes, as a 
consequence, that µDWZR-WLHUHG6RPDOLFRPPXQLW\¶LVOLNHO\WR emerge. For the majority 






connects them.  
 
The emergence of a Muslim identity, as shown by some of the Somali young people, can 
then be understood within this context of the re-enactment of pre-migration narratives. 
In comparison with an overarching Somali national identity, the Muslim identity is less 
disputed in bridging relations between diasporic Somalis (Valentine, et al., 2009). 
However, in the aftermath of the July 2007 failed bombing in London (Sporton et al., 
DQG WKH LQWHUQDWLRQDOLVDWLRQDQG µ:&6$3"&$'"(+¶RI WKHSROLWLFDO FULVHV LQ6RPDOLD
this identity has itself become polarised. This tension associated with the Muslim 
identity as an organising concept is best illustrated by Modood (2007: 71), who suggests 
WKDW µVRPH 0XVOLPV UHVRUW WR WKHLU IDLWK E\ EXLOGLQJ DQ LGHRORJ\ RXW RI WKHLU
VXERUGLQDWLRQ¶WKDWLVWKH\XVHWKHLr faith as a discursive tool for resistance, while others 
µZLOO WU\ WR VWRS ORRNLQJ OLNH 0XVOLPV¶. In any case, the recent developments of 
Islamisation and the Islamaphobic responses it solicits lead to a recognition struggle. 
While certain social groups seek citizenship rights that multiculturalist policies seem to 
offer, other actors within the multicultural melting pot may be denied the same 
citizenship rights.  
-RLQLQJWKHPXOWLFXOWXUDOµPHOWLQJSRW¶ 
Another strategy young people deploy in their self-identification is incorporation into a 
hegemonic multicultural identity. The majority of those interviewed discursively 
position themselves in the wider British multicultural setting, claiming a 
cosmopolitan/global citizenship. It is only when pressed for further explanation of their 
life-chances that they reflectively foreground their racialised and ethnically µRWKHUHG¶ 
identity and suggest that their educational outcomes are not separable from their 
µRWKHUHG¶ ethnic minority status. As one community worker pointed out, young people 
µDUH DZDUH WKH\ ZRXOG QHYHU EH DFFHSWHG¶ +DPXG WXWRUFRPPXQLW\ ZRUNHU DV
FRQVFLRXVQHVV RI µ('#)*+)&&¶ LV GRUPDQW DQG HQDFWHG ZKHQ QHFHVVDU\ DV D IRUP RI
µRQWRORJLFDOVHFXULW\¶*LGGHQV+RZHYHUWKHIHHOLQJRIEHFRPLng positioned as 
DQ µ('#)*¶ LQ WKH FRQWH[W RI 8. µrace¶ relations does not automatically lead to the 
HPHUJHQFHRIµHWKQLFLW\¶DVDUHVRXUFHWRFRXQWHUDFWVWHUHRW\SLQJWKH('#)*"+, practices 
encountered in hegemonic social relations. Some young people subscribe to the idea of 
multiculturalism, where one, regardless of racial, social and racial background, finds an 





identity not in the sense that they deny their ethnicity, but in the sense that as much as it 
is self-evident that they are racially black, Somali and Muslim, they are also 
multicultural, global and cosmopolitan. The multicultural landscape offers these young 
people space for negotiating an individuated identity and subscribing to a multicultural 
identity mediates the change which the Somali community is undergoing. As the 
following examples show, these young people refer to their cultural identity secondarily, 
for primarily they discursively position themselves in the hegemonic multicultural 
context: 
 
I do identify myself as a Somali girl or women, because I think that is the first 
SHRSOHQRWLFHOLNHZKHQWKH\VHH\RXWKH\MXVWVHH\RX¶UHD6RPDOLEXWLWLVMXVW
WKDW,¶PMXVWQRW«,JXHVVEHFDXVHZH¶UHOLYLQg here, this part of [area] London, 
which is not really a Somali populated area it is nothing like [borough] or like 
>DUHDLQDQHLJKERXULQJERURXJK@,¶PQRWUHDOO\LQDQ\6RPDOLFLUFOHVRUJURXSV
at all. So it depends on where you live. (Deqa, 21, university student, female) 
  
'HTD¶V DFFRXQW UHYHDOV KRZ VHFRQG-generation young people negotiate their diasporic 
identity in the new homeland where their parents have come to settle. Similar themes of 
renegotiation run through the accounts of Kaysar, a 15-year-old GCSE student who 
VWDWHV µP\ HWKQLFLW\ LV 6RPDOLDQ EXW , ZDV ERUQ LQ (QJODQG 6R ,¶P %ULWLVK DQGP\
ethnicity is Somalian. That is how I describe [myself]¶. However, while these young 
people remain conscious of their racially defined identity, it is not pronounced as much 
DV WKHLU PHPEHUVKLS RI D JOREDO \RXWK LGHQWLW\ 0XFK RI WKH UHOHYDQFH RI µHWKQLF¶
identity is reduced to its recognition based on phenotypical appearance, as stated by 
'HTD µWKDW LV ZKDW WKH ILUVW SHRSOH QRWLFH ZKHQ WKH\ VHH \RX¶. Acceptance of 
multicultural values helps young people resolve diaspora dilemmas of displacement and 
belonging. As is clear from their accounts, there is a trend of constructing a distinct 
diaspora self-identity, whereby their Somali identity plays merely a secondary role. The 
process of identity formation among the Somali young people is clearly facilitated by 
inter-community links where the parent-generation share cultural narratives, foster 
FRPPRQDOLWLHV DQG VKDUH VWUDWHJLHV RI PDQDJLQJ WKH FKLOGUHQ¶V LQFRUSoration into the 
host country socioeconomically and politically. The polarisation of relations among the 






Kinship social practices continue to undermine the emergence of shared identity, while 
the on-going political instability in the country of origin, similarly, continues to work 
against the emergence of national identity. As a result of these processes, the Somali 
identity has become contested, taken different connotations and has been problematic by 
reconfigured regional and kinship identities. That is, in its place a new national identity 
is emerging, which is fragmented and transnationalised through clan relationships, but 
devoid of shared meaning or community consciousness. So in terms of identity 
IRUPDWLRQRQHFDQSRVLWWKDWWKHµ6RPDOLQDWLRQDOLGHQWLW\¶KDVEHFRPHFRQWHVWHGLQWKH
sense that its deployment as an organising concept has become politicised. That is, its 
cohesive role for collective interest is contested because it has been hollowed out by the 
association of some of its aspects (i.e. kinship-based social organisation) owing to the 
conflict in the country of origin. Fuglerud and Engebrigtsen (2006) and Griffiths (2000) 
trace identity crises facing Somali youth in the diaspora to the breakdown of the Somali 
social fabric, which has resulted from the political crises in its country of origin. What is 
also clear from the accounts is that geographical location shapes biography and 
EHORQJLQJ DV D SURFHVV RI µHVWDEOLVKLQJ FLWL]HQVKLS¶ )RUPDQ  7KLV W\SH RI
LGHQWLW\LVFOHDUO\LOOXVWUDWHGE\-DPDO¶VQDUUDWLYH 
 
During the recent elections I saw on a form where you could put your ethnicity 
DQGWKHUHLVWKHFDWHJRU\µ6RPDOL¶,GRQ¶WNQRZZK\LW¶VGRQHOLNHWKDW,WPLJKW
EHEHFDXVH WKHUH LVDELJ WKH6RPDOLFRPPXQLW\ ,GRQ¶WNQRZEXW , WKLQN WKDW
WKHFDWHJRU\RIMXVWµ$IULFDQ¶ZRXOGEHHQRXJK-DPDOXQHPployed, male) 
  
,Q VRPH UHVSHFWV -DPDO¶V DFFRXQW UHSUHVHQWV D VORZ µQRUPDOLVLQJ SURFHVV¶ &OLIIRUG
1994: 310) of multicultural values, in that he seeks to break with his ethnic identity and 
make place for this newly formed global diaspora one. Both the continuity and change 
process that characterise the diasporic Somali community operate at the individual level. 
-DPDO¶VDFFRXQWLVDQLQWHUHVWLQJH[DPSOHRIWKLVWDNLQJRQRIDdiasporic identity, which 
involves negotiating some aspects of his cultural distinctiveness, while retaining others. 
He holds mixed feelings towards his ethnic identity and culture as key definers of his 
GDLO\OLIHIRUZKLOHKHUHMHFWVHWKQLFLGHQWLW\DVJLYLQJµDZURQJLPSUHVVLRQ¶KLVDWWLWXGH
towards cultural values and community membership is far from predictable. On the one 
hand, his belonging strategy involves subsuming ethnic identity under a hegemonic 
multicultural one, because in his view, distinctive ethnic identity causes unnecessary 






the home country have changed remarkably. However, Jamal is quite serious that 
Somalis should be adhering to their cultural roots, where respect for authority and for 
older people is held in high regard. In other words, he continues to retain some aspects 
RIKLVFXOWXUDOYDOXHV+LVYLHZVUHJDUGLQJµUHVSHFW¶IRUROGHUSHRSOHDQGDYRLGLQJWDNLQJ
ORDQVZLWK µLQWHUHVW FKDUJHV¶ZKich is in conflict with his beliefs and values, serve to 
reinforce the view that he wishes to protect his cultural identity.  
 
Self-positioning within the UK multicultural setting signifies the extent to which the 
permanency of the second-generation sojourn in the diaspora is becoming a reality. 
-DPDO¶VVHOI-SRVLWLRQLQJRIµ,ZRXOGVD\ ,¶PD/RQGRQHU¶ LVQRW WKHRQO\H[DPSOHRID
µPXOWLSOH LPPLJUDQW¶. He has relocated from Germany where he still has some of his 
family and joined another part of his extended family in the UK. Consequently, there is a 
discontinuity in his personal identity, but there is continuity in his cultural identity. 
&KDQJHV WR HWKQLF LGHQWLW\ HFKR %HFN¶V  REVHUYDWLRQ WKDW µWKH FROOHFWLYH DQG
group-specific sources of meaning [or] culture is suffering from exhaustion, break-up 
and disenchantment (Beck, 1994: 7). What the accounts of Jamal and Khadar (and 
+DURXQ GLVFXVVHG HDUOLHU VKRZ LV WKDW LQ %HFN¶V ZRUGV   µWKUHDWV DQG
ambivalences of the biography traditionally dealt within family settings are now 
increasingly perceived, interpreted and handled by individuals themselves¶. Part of this 
emerging individuated biography is negotiated in the absence of an encompassing 
Somali national identity, although young people still long for a sense of membership and 
belonging, which multiculturalism offers them. That is, they subscribe to the 
multicultural ethos because it offers them space for forging distinct selfhood within 
group membership. In other words, multiculturalism embodies possibilities for claiming 
an individuated identity with no clear class or µrace¶ boundaries. As one community 
worker notes: 
 
Young people more or less identify themselves within the main youth sub-
culture. Whether they are from Somalia or Somaliland, there is a unique value 
that all youth share. Obviously also the Britishness element is there. Somalis 
born in this country see themselves as British-Somalilanders or British-
Somalians more than anything else. So in that respect there will always be a 





Somalilanders than British, or more Somalians than British. (Mustafa, 
community worker) 
 
Identity as a self-realisation project is increasingly becoming a conceptual tool for self-
positioning - a self-positioning that transcends social and geographical boundaries. The 
construction of cosmopolitan identity is, in part, related to this self-realisation, which is 
QRWµPRQR-HWKQLF¶EXWK\SKHQDWHGDVLQµ%ULWLVK-6RPDOLODQGHUV¶RUµ%ULWLVK-6RPDOLV¶,Q
the absence of social cohesion among the Somali community described in the previous 
chapter, there is among the Somali young people born or raised in the diaspora room to 
negotiate differentiated identities in the host country where their parents have come to 
settle. However, despite the loose intra-community relations, there is also pressure 
among the parent-generation to preserve the cultural identity of the children. Young 
people have to find ways of negotiating these two processes: incorporation into the 
mainstream multicultural forms of self-identification, on the one hand, and the 
maintenance of native cultural identity on the other. Some young females, like Basra and 
Deqa, appear to have a distinct ethnic minority or Muslim look, a look which they regard 
WR KDYH EHFRPH PDLQVWUHDPHG LQWR WKH PXOWLFXOWXUDO µPHOWLQJ SRW¶ 7KLV WKHPH RI
embracing multicultural identity is captured by Deqa: 
,JXHVVKHUH>8.@EHFDXVH,¶YHEHHQWR6RPDOLD>@ZKHQ,ZDVWZHOYH,VWD\HG




Khadar adds:  
 
Home for me is Amsterdam ... I may have left it when I was only six, but I have 
formed fond memory of that place. Like I can still recall things from when I 
was three years old ... I was describing it to my Mum the other day, wall to 
wall, what it [looked] like. She was shocked that I could remember that. Even 
when I went back in 2010 it was just like a rush of emotions ... but at the same 
WLPH,FDQ¶WVD\/RQGRQLVQRWP\KRPHFRV,NQRZWKLVSODFHLQVLGHRXW,¶YH
lived here for more than 15 years now. So at the same time I would consider 






.KDGDU¶V DFFRXQW VKRZV KRZ GLDVSRUD-born young people struggle with the issue of 
JHRJUDSKLFDOEHORQJLQJµLI,DPKRQHVW,ZRXOGOLNHWRVRPHGD\EHDEOHWRFDOO+DUJHLVD
[Somaliland] homH¶EXWOLNH'HTDLQWKHDERYHDFFRXQWKHµFRXOGQ¶WDGDSWDQGWKHIDFW
,¶YHOLYHGLQ(XURSHIRUVRORQJGRHVQ¶WKHOS¶. As is clear from the accounts above, some 
young Somalis have addressed the dilemma of belonging by drawing on their familiarity 
with the here-and-now. Although they regard themselves as British-Somalis, they 
emphasise their Somali ethnicity, and their British-Somali identity as acquired. The 
attraction of multicultural identity entails its accommodating connotations of belonging 
which cuts across social and racial boundaries. It is in the context of such pretensions to 
racial equality implied in multiculturalism that young people like Khadar take it for 
JUDQWHGWKDWWKH\ZLOODXWRPDWLFDOO\QRWRQO\µILWLQ¶WRWKHKHJHPRQLFVRFLHW\)RUPDQ 
2001), but also will have their life-chances judged on a merit basis. For example, as 
noted above, despite experiences of the youth justice system, Haroun is of the opinion 
WKDWKHKDVQHYHUH[SHULHQFHGUDFLVPDQGWKDWLWDOOFRPHVGRZQWRRQH¶VµDSSHDUDQFH¶
EXW KH LV FRQVFLRXV RI KLV HWKQLFLW\ )RU KLP µPDNLQJ LW LQ WKH 8.¶ LV DOO DERXW
DSSHDUDQFH2Q WKH LVVXH RIZKHWKHU µUDFLDO¶ RU IDLWK EDFNJURXQG DIIHFWV OLIH-chances, 
most of the young people, particularly those with no experience of the labour market, 





Like Haroun, Nasir is of the opinion that his acceptance of hegemonic values is 
reciprocated with equal fairness in the sense that his outcomes and membership are 
SXUHO\VXEMHFWWRKLVµGLDORJLFDOUHODWLRQVZLWKRWKHUV¶7D\ORU$FFRUGLQJWR
community worker Hamud, young people remain conscious of the contradictions of 
multicultural currents and boundaries as well as the limitations of multiculturalism. 
:KHQSUHVVHG \RXQJSHRSOH DFNQRZOHGJHQRWRQO\ WKDW µWKHUH LV D ORWRI UDFLVP¶EXW
also that:  
 
7KH\ZLOOQRWEHDFFHSWHGDVVXFKDV%ULWLVK«,I\RXWDONWRD6RPDOLDQGDVN
µZKDW LV \RXU LGHQWLW\"¶ KDUGO\ DQ\RQHZRXOG GDUH WR VD\ KH LV %ULWLVK 7KH
PDMRULW\ZLOOVWUDLJKWDZD\WHOO\RXµ,¶P6RPDOL«7KH\DUHSURXGWREH6RPDOL





WKDW µ6RPDOL¶ VWDQGV IRU 6R WKH\ NLQG RI GHYHORS WKHLU RZQ XQLTXH LGHQWLW\
(Hamud, tutor/community worker) 
 
6XDG LV FRQYLQFHG WKDW KHU HWKQLF EDFNJURXQG µ&#$66 QRW EH D SUREOHP¶ RULJLQDO
emphasis in intonation) in realising her ambitions. Such positive attitudes towards the 
IDLUQHVVRIWKH%ULWLVKPXOWLFXOWXUDOV\VWHPVKDSHµOHDUQHULGHQWLWLHV¶EDVHGRQDSRVLWLYH
attitude towards the education process (more on this is in Chapters 6 and 7). While 
discursive self-positioning in the host country is an articulation of the tendency towards 
permanent settlement, upon reflection, some young people admit that their life-chances 
are racialised. As Ayan notes: 
 
6RPHWLPHVLWGHSHQGV,I\RX¶UH(QJOLVK\HDK, I think it is more easier for them 
WREHZKDWWKH\ZDQQDEH,GRQ¶WNQRZZK\EXWLI\RXDUH>D@6RPDOLDQDQG
you wanna be something, I think somehow there is something that is gonna get 
LQ\RXUZD\>,QWHUYLHZDVNV µ/LNH"¶@EXW ,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDW LW LV I just think 
the race and where you are from like get in your way. Like people might think: 
µ2KVKHLV>D@6RPDOLDQZK\VKRXOGZHDFFHSWKHUDQGVWXII¶%XW,GRQ¶WWKLQN
it would stop me just because I am [a] Somalian. (Ayan, 14, GCSE student, 
female) 
 
The acceptance of multicultural values entails being accepted into the immediate 
PXOWLFXOWXUDOVHWWLQJµ(YHU\RQHUHVSHFWV\RXDVDIULHQG¶+DVVDQ$VLPLODUUHIOHFWLYH
view towards discrimination is expressed by Aisha who initially says: 
 
[B]ecause this is an area that is so multicultural, they cannot discriminate 
against you. There are hardly white people here. There is Turkish, there is 
Jamaican [and] there is a lot of Somalis. You know this place is full of 
PXOWLFXOWXUDOSHRSOH6R,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKHUe is any [discrimination]. The colleges 
here cater for multicultural people. The shops cater for multicultural people. I 
GRQ¶W WKLQN WKHUH LV DQ\ GLVFULPLQDWLRQ LQ WKLVSDUWLFXODU DUHD $LVKDJDS
year student, female) 
 







µWKH\VRUWRIWDON\RXGRZQ¶ZKich she experiences as underestimation of her talents, in 
WKDW VKHZDV LQIRUPHG WKDW VKHVKRXOGKDYHFRQVLGHUHG µVRPHWKLQJ OLNHQXUVLQJ¶6XFK
reflective accounts by Aisha and Ayan regarding their experiences and perceptions of 
subtle discrimination resonaWH ZLWK WKH µ.LOOLQJ PH VRIWO\¶ VRQJ RI 5REHUWD )ODFN
(Bonilla-6LOYD DQG(PEULFN  <RXQJ SHRSOH¶V GHYHORSPHQW RI DZDUHQHVV RI
the impact of µrace¶ relations on their belonging and life-chances is often tacit and 
implicit in their discursive self-SRVLWLRQLQJ 7KH LQWULFDWH LQIOXHQFHV RI µRWKHULQJ¶ 
discourses are an experience that they can often only (but not always) relate to fully with 
the benefit of hindsight. Clearly, while consciously seeking to pursue belongingness, 
young people respond to influences from their social environment. Moreover, the ways 
in which the identity of minority ethnic youth is talked about in the public domains plays 
a crucial role in sustaining social inequality. In school settings, for example, the negative 
stereotyping and lower expectations on the part of teachers, which some minority ethnic 
youth experience, often lead them to take on a particular learner identity that further 
alienates them from the schooling process (Modood, 2004; Archer, 2008), this being the 
case with Amina (see Chapter 6). 
  
Those young people who commented that they had experienced racism most probably 
have forged their views through lack of experience outside the education domain. Most 
school-aged young people have the tendency of downplaying experiences of racism as 
well as misconceiving the possibility of participating in the education process purely in 
terms of personal effort. It is seldom the case that they recognise prejudices and subtle 
GLVFULPLQDWLRQDVµEODWDQW¶DV$LVKDSXWLW0RUHRQthis will be discussed in Chapters 6, 
but suffice it to say at this point that such downplaying of discrimination experiences is 
PRVW SUREDEO\ UHODWHG WR WKH GHYHORSPHQWDO FRQVWUDLQWV RQ WKHVH \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
meaning-making, which they express in the form of being in control over their destiny. 
 
Personal identity, in part, facilitates how the individual constructs a self-image relative 
WRWKHLUµJHRJUDSKLFDOEHORQJLQJQHVV¶)DQJHQDDQGWKHLGHDRIµKRPHFRXQWU\¶LV
for these young people the place of RQH¶VGHVFHQW+RZHYHUWKLVLGHDKDVWDNHQRQDQHZ
meaning, which encompasses contradictions about identity and belonging in that there is 
DGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQ WKH µSODFH¶RQHFDOOV µKRPHFRXQWU\¶ DQG WKHSODFHRI UHVLGHQFH







have that much essentials. (Anisa, 23, graduate job seeker, female) 
7KHWKHPHRIµKRPHFRXQWU\¶LVPRUHFRPSOLFDWHGWKDQZKDWLWVLPSO\HYRNHV)RUZKLOH
LW HYRNHV VWDELOLW\ VHFXULW\ DQG D VWDWLF VSDFH RQH FDOOV µKRPH¶ LW DOVR EULQJV IRUWK D
more fundamental notion of adaptation, which young people like Khadar are cognisant 
of. 
 
I could not adapt. The water, the weather ... Every summer I tend to get 
nosebleeds no matter what. If it is too hot I get nosebleeds, so the two months I 
was there it was continuous bleeding. The water was just making me sick. I was 
throwing up every day. The land was just too dry. (Khadar, 22, university gap 
year student, male) 
 
Thus, for the young people there is a conceptual separation between an "3$,"+$*< µKRPH
FRXQWU\¶DQGDQ$4'0$6 µKRPHFRXQWU\¶7KLVVHSDUDWLRQDSSHDUVLQ.D\VDU¶Vaccount: 
 
Somalia is kind of my home because it is my ethnic land, but I wanna stay in 
(QJODQGEHFDXVH,¶PXVHGWRWKLVFRXQWU\.D\VDU*&6(VWXGHQWPDOH 
 
,QWHUHVWLQJO\\RXQJSHRSOHVHSDUDWH WKH LGHDVRI µKRPHFRXQWU\¶DQGµEHORQJLQJ¶IURP
the ideDRIµLGHQWLW\¶6XFKDGLVWLQFWLRQLVH[SODLQHGLQWHUPVRIFRQWLQXLW\GLVFRQWLQXLW\
GLVFRXUVHVFI&KDSWHUZLWKWKHµZLVKWRUHWXUQ¶EHLQJRQHRIWKHEDVLFFRQVWLWXWLYH
elements of immigrant narratives. Previous research on identity formation among Somali 
young people in the diaspora has shown similar findings of separation between identity 
DQG µJHRJUDSKLFDO EHORQJLQJ¶ )DQJHQ D )DQJHQ D  SRLQWV RXW WKDW




Despite adherence to ethnic Somali identity and presence in the UK being merely 
circumstantial, their geographical belonging is, for some, global or anchored in the UK. 
As they mature, young people start searching for their sense of belonging, and their 
HWKQLFLGHQWLW\EHFRPHVPRUHSURPLQHQWZLWKWKHLUµRWKHUQHVV¶EHLQg emphasised more. 





and that collective social identities are located within a territory even if it is an imagined 
WHUULWRU\¶. FRU WKH IRFDO \RXQJ SHRSOH LQ WKLV FDWHJRU\ WKLV µLPDJLQDU\ WHUULWRU\¶ LV WKH
country of descent with which they associate themselves, even if only in symbolic terms. 
Anisa has only been to Somaliland on a holiday visit and has no plans to relocate there, 
µEHFDXVHLWLVGLIIHUHQW:HQHHGHVVHQWLDODQGVWXII¶VKHVWLOOFDOOV6RPDOLODQGKHUµKRPH
FRXQWU\¶SXUHO\EHFDXVHLWLVher SDUHQWV¶QDWLYHFRXQWU\and hence where she says her 
origin lies. For her sister, Basra, things are different. She sees her belonging as in the 
8. µEHFDXVH WKLV LV WKH SODFH ZKHUH , ZDV ERUQ DQG EURXJKW XS¶ 6KH DGGV µZKHQ
\RX¶UH XVHG WR VRPHZKHUH DQG \RX WDNH VRPHRQH RXW RI WKH DUHD WKH\¶UH XVHG WR LW
EHFRPHV« , GRQ¶W NQRZ¶. They both state that they barely speak Somali, and both 
strongly insist that their belonging is in the UK. Like many of the other respondents, 
WKHLUYLHZVRIµKRPHFRXQWU\¶KDYHPHUHO\WKHVLJQLILFDQFHRIEHLQJµZKHUHRXUSDUHQWV
KDYHFRPH IURP¶DQG WKH\ KDYH VXFFHVVIXOO\QHJRWLDWHG WKHLUEHORQJLQJZLWKLQ%ULWLVK
PXOWLFXOWXUDOVRFLHW\7KHLGHDRIDµKRPHFRXQWU\¶LVLQH[WULFDEO\OLQNHGWRWKHGHJUHHRI
HPEHGGHGQHVVZLWKLQRQH¶VRZQcommunity, transnational links and self-identification. 
They are happy with their fluid identity of being visibly and culturally Muslim and 
Somali, but undeniably British. Moreover, a key theme in their accounts is the role of 
family processes in shaping their self-identification and the fact that community 
relations play a less significant role. Leading a conservative life-style, they both feel that 
their visible Muslim identity has been acculturated into the mainstream host society and 
that they would strXJJOHWRµFRSHZLWKOLIHLQ6RPDOLDEHFDXVHLWLVVRGLIIHUHQW¶,QRWKHU
words, like many of their peers, they feel they have managed to %"$&-(*"&) their 
identities and belonging. 
For the young people who appear to have %"$&-(*"&)% their belonging, i.e. by accepting 
DQGIHHOLQJDFFHSWHGLQWRWKHLUDSSURSULDWHGFLWL]HQVKLSRIWKHKRVWFRXQWU\WKHµFRXQWU\
RIGHVFHQW¶KDVQRPHDQLQJIXOLPSDFWRQWKHLUOLYHVLQWKHGLDVSRUD7KH\WHQGWRIRFXV
on what is available in the host country. For them, questions of national identity and 
culture have a different meaning than for those who maintain close attachment with the 
country of descent. The discrepancy is also to be seen in the way the latter group regard 
opportunities in the host country, whereby they embrace them in the adopted country in 
order be able to contribute to development in the country of descent. The defining 
impact of contextual factors is clearly expressed by the divergence between the 
diaspora-born young people and the newcomers in that the impact of culture is crucial in 





among Somali young people. What is apparent from their accounts is the complexity and 
multidimensionality of the process by which they define their everyday experiences, 
make sense of the opportunities open to them and plan, insofar as they do so, their 
futures. 
 
The initial hesitation in commenting on issues related to identity noted earlier might 
reflect a lack of socialisation into the Somali identity, but could have also been because 
of the vagueness of the concept. What makes the concept of identity complicated within 
Somali discourses is the role of invisible clan-based identity, as discussed in Chapter 4, 
which to a large extent defines the community relations of the diaspora. That is, 
members of the first generation Somali community relate to one another in many ways, 
but the most important of these are the clan and regional affiliations that supersede the 
role of overarching shared identity. It, however, needs to be noted that the younger 
generation who were born or raised in the diaspora do not necessarily express their 
kinship-based identity. The weak Somali ethnic identity is also, in part, related to the 
ODFNRIDQ LQFOXVLYHQDWLRQDO µ6RPDOL¶ LGHQWLW\ WKDWXQLWHV6RPDOLV LQ WKHGLDVSRUD%XW
DOVR EDVHG RQ WKHLU µUDFH¶ IDLWK DQG LPPLJUDWLRQ QDUUDWLYHV WKLV FRPPXQLW\ EHDUV
multiple identities: while a Muslim identity is deeply engrained in the selfhood of these 
young people, in the dominant discourses they are framed as part of the wider British 
EODFNFRPPXQLW\DQGE\DGRSWLQJDµUHIXJHHDV\OXPVHHNHU¶LGHQWLW\WKH\GLVWLQJXLVK
themselves from both the British black community and other non-refugee immigrants. 
5.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have discussed the formation of a new Somali diaspora identity among 
youth of a Somali background. This diaspora identity is hyphenated in different ways 
into complex manifestations which, though in essence revolve around Somali ethnicity, 
are expressed to different degrees in relation to multicultural/global and Muslim/global 
discourses. It has been argued that the different manifestations of this %"$&-(*"&)% 
Somali identity are born out of three interlinked processes. First, the diaspora identity is 
an enactment of historical and pre-migration narratives, whereby the Somali national 
µLGHQWLW\¶ KDV EHFRPH SRODULVHG RZLQJ WR WKH SROLWLFDO LQVWDELOLW\ LQ WKH RULJLQDWLQJ
country to the extent that Somali+)&& is now contested. In this void, Muslim identity has 
DVVXPHG D GLIIHUHQW PHDQLQJ ZLWK VRPH \RXQJ SHRSOH DSSHDULQJ WR EHFRPH µPRUH
0XVOLP¶ WKDQ WKHLU SHHUV LQ WKH FRXQWU\ RI GHVFHQW &RPPHQWLQJ RQ WKH ODFN RI DQ






Somalis, many young people shy away from anything to do with them. It has been 
argued that the dynamics of linguistic and cultural discontinuities as well as the 
responses to WKHVHG\QDPLFVGHILQH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VYLHZV WRZDUGV WKHLUFXOWXUHZKLFK
are reflected in their discursive self-positioning in the host countries. In this respect, I 
have suggested that the different emerging manifestations of the diaspora identity are an 
expression of the fact that the Somali diaspora community is still negotiating its place in 
the host society. 
 
Second, the construction of diasporic identity is shaped by an adherence to an Islamic 
regulatory framework. As an organising framework of belonging, Islam has taken on a 
new function among the diasporic communities in that it has gained a new meaning as a 
source of shared identity among the Somali community. This identity forms a source of 
strength to deal with everyday experiences in the diaspora. In some respects, 
foregrounding Muslim identity as a vacuum filler is comparable to its counterpart and 
opposite manifestation of subscribing to multicultural/cosmopolitan identity. Perhaps 
more importantly, these forms of self-identification represent strategies for managing the 
much wider cultural and linguistic change that the Somali community is currently 
undergoing. 
 
Finally, neoliberal policies and practices where the focus is on the role of the individual 
in identity construction may have offered young people the opportunity to write their 
own biographies. These policies and practices concur with the risk society discourse of 
late modernity (Beck, 1992). This context is marked by the individuation of identity, 
where identity has become diffuse, and where young people, regardless of their social or 
racial background, show similar lifestyle trends. Moreover, it has emerged that these 
young people are not passive recipients of influences, for they reflectively and 
continuously negotiate their identities in a host of competing social milieus. In the next 
three chapters I will consider the role of identity in the formation of attitudes and 
orientations towards the opportunities available and in the formation of 






Chapter 6: Idealistic Choosers 
6.1 Introduction 
By its very nature, education is embedded in social relationships in which the immigrant 
family, as a socialising institution, with its history as well as its social and cultural 
capital, plays a significant role (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001; Lauglo, 2000; Warikoo, 
2011). Within the widely held belief in immigrant optimism, which is an expression of 
the self-betterment logic implicated in migration, there is a strong motivation for social 
mobility. Reflecting these general trends, it has emerged from the data analysis that 
education is highly valued by the Somali community. This embracing of education, 
which is intergenerationally transmitted, reflects the widely accepted wisdom that it can 
be a vehicle for social mobility for people who lack economic capital and political 
representation (Modood, 1998; Kao and Tienda, 1995). Reflecting these perspectives, 
the vast majority of the Somali young people in this study position themselves inside the 
HGXFDWLRQV\VWHPZKLFKLVFRQVLGHUHGDVDµIDPLO\SURMHFW¶(Allat, 1993: 143).  
 
$VGLVFXVVHGLQ6HFWLRQRI&KDSWHU,FDWHJRULVHG\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHVWUDWHJLHV
into idealistic, contingent and contextual choice-making. These categories partly reflect 
\RXQJ SHRSOH¶V GLIIHUHQW OLIH VWDJHVZKLFK FRXOG WKHRUHWLFDOO\PHDQ WKDW WKHVH \RXQJ
people could fit into the different categories at different stages of their life. Also, as 
noted in Chapter 3, with the generation of these categories, I drew on the work of Ball et 
al. (1999, 2000). This chapter discusses the first of these categories, namely idealistic 
choosers. The group of young people who fit into this category is represented by 
Ahmed, Geuddi, Omar, Suad, Hassan, Farah, Hamda and Yassin. With the exception of 
Farah who can be described as a newcomer in the UK, what these young people share is 
that they are all still in education, have no personal experiences of the employment 
market, and are under the age of twenty years. The two other categories of contingent 
choosers and contextual choosers will be discussed in Chapters 7 and 8, respectively. 
 
6.2 Immigrant optimism 
The central role of pro-education #$/"'0&. is closely associated with migration 
biographies. Parents play a significant role in mediating the formation of this pro-
education attitude in three different ways. First, it has emerged from the data analysis 





country of opportunities and that education is the key to all of these. That is, the 
educational opportunities in the host country remind them of their experiences of 
education in their country of origin, where it was a rare commodity that only a few could 
afford and parents impart such memories to their children. Most participants in this 
research are driven by such an attitude of optimism, which might be linked to what Ball 
HWDOFDOOµLPDJLQHGIXWXUHV¶  
 
Obviously you are quite lucky because you are living in a first world country. 
Education is a priority in this country. Education is not a priority in other 
countries, just work and no facilities there to help you. (Basra, 21, university 
student, female) 
 
Their view of the host country as a land of opportunities evokes the natural urge of 
LPPLJUDQWV WR PDNH WKH PRVW RI WKHVH µSHUFHLYHG¶ RSSRUWXQLWLHV ,Q D IHZ FDVHV WKH
underlying motive for utilising opportunities is to use qualifications gained in the 
receiving country to contribute to developments in the originating one, as one young 
SHUVRQSXWLWµ$OOP\SDUHQWVZHUHVD\LQJWRPH>ZDV@³\RXDUHQHHGHGDWKRPH´\RX
have been given a great opportunity here, so contribute to the development of your 
FRXQWU\¶ $PLQD  0$ XQLYHUVLW\ VWXGHQW IHPDOH ,Q $PLQD¶V YLHZ HGXFDWLRQDO
opportunities available in the host country, not career opportunities, are to be utilised for 
the benefit of development in the home country, but in most cases, the emerging positive 
engagement with education is to achieve social mobility in the host country. The 
positive attitude towards education shown by most participants in this research is 
embedded in the migration biographies of the Somali community. This dual approach to 
education is, therefore, not surprising because, arguably, two of the key push factors for 
people to migrate are to improve their conditions and to enhance through remittances the 
conditions of those they have left behind in their country of origin. Support for the 
country of origin comes in the form of money JLYHQWRRQH¶VUHODWLYHVEXWFDQDOVREH
FRPHLQWKHIRUPRINQRZOHGJHDQGVNLOOV,QVKDSLQJFKLOGUHQ¶VSHUVSHFWLYHVWKHIDPLO\
as a socialising institution, facilitates the transmission of value orientations to its 
children, which is achieved through the process of socialisation and through narratives.  
7KHVHFRQGVWUDWHJ\SDUHQWVGHSOR\LQVKDSLQJWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VSUR-education #$/"'0& is 
WKDWRIµHQJHQGHULQJDVHQVHRIREOLJDWLRQ¶3RUWHVDQG5XPEDXW)XUORQJHW





VKDUH WKHDVVXPSWLYHZRUOGVRI WKHLUSDUHQWV¶DQGZLWK WKLV VRFLDOLVDWLRQFRPHQRW MXVW
perspectives, but also conforming attitudes. The parental involvement in the formation 
of pro-education #$/"'0& gains significance through authority cast in the form of 
QRUPDWLYH H[SHFWDWLRQV DQG WKURXJK µWUDQVIHUUHG UHVSRQVLELOLW\¶ $OODW  7KLV
approach to education may not necessarily be confined to immigrant groups, but it is the 
emphasis that can be different for them.  
My parents always wanted me to be something big, they want something that 
will make them proud of me. Especially my dad I cannot let him down. 
(Youssuf, 16, A-level student, male) 
The idea of preventing the disappointment of parents as a response to parental 
H[SHFWDWLRQLVDUHFXUUHQWWKHPHLQWKH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VDFFRXQWVZKLFKLVFRQVWLWXWLYHRI
the fundamental aspect of their conforming behaviour towards parental expectations. 
Without questioning, Youssuf seems to accept what his parents want him to be, because 
of the underlying taken-for-granted assumption that they are acting in his best interests. 
0\SDUHQWVWROGPHILUVW\HDKWKH\¶YHDJUHHGIRUPHWREHDQHQJLQHHUVR,ZDV
NLQGRIµVWLFN WR WKDW¶EXW WKHQDIWHUZDUGV>P\PRWher] heard rumours of other 
SHRSOH VD\LQJ WKH\ ZDQWHG WKHLU VRQV WR EH GRFWRUV EHFDXVH LW¶V NLQG RI \RX
know, most Somali parents want their kids to be doctors. So I stick to doctor. 
(Ahmed, 15, GCSE student, male) 
In acknowledging the parental role in hiVµILJXULQJRXW¶KLVSODQVIRUWKHIXWXUH$KPHG
DOVRGUDZVRQIDPLO\GLVFRXUVH%RXUGLHXGHILQHV WKLVDV µWKH ODQJXDJH WKDW
WKHIDPLO\XVHVDERXWWKHIDPLO\¶,QWKLVFDVHSDUHQWDOH[SHFWDWLRQVWULJJHULQWKH\RXQJ
SHRSOH µD VHQVH RI REOLJDWLRQ¶ WKLV LQ WXUQ FRPPLWV WKHP WR DYRLG GLVDSSRLQWLQJ WKHLU
parents. That is, as bearers of their family dreams, most of the Somali young people 
positively respond to their parental expectations and want to achieve social mobility. For 
families, in general, and Somali immigrant families in particular, facilitating their 
FKLOGUHQ¶V HGXFDWLRQDO DWWDLQPHQW DQG RXWFRPHV LV VRPXFK D FRQVWDQW IDPLO\ SULRULW\
that they make sacrifices to that effect, and even do so while socioeconomically not 
being best placed: 
It is very difficult for a lot of parents because [private tuition] is too costly, but 
then again they see the development of their children. So a lot of people try to do 





you NQRZ WKH\GRQ¶W >LQYHVW LQ WKHLURZQHGXFDWLRQ@ VR WKH\ WU\ WR VXSSRUWDQG
seek extra help as well. (Qamar, community worker) 
 
:KLOHSDUHQWDO LQYROYHPHQW LQ \RXQJSHRSOH¶V HGXFDWLRQ LV UHJDUGHGDVSRVLWLYH WKHUH
are, however, occasions where being driven by parental authority can be 
counterproductive in forming conforming behaviour. Consequently, young people can 
PHUHO\DGRSWSDUHQWDODGYLFHPRUHDVDVWUDWHJ\RIµQRWOHWWLQJGRZQWKHLUSDUHQWV¶UDWKHU
than as a way of realising their individual aspirations. However, much as young people 
want to write their individual biographies and in that process underplay the parental role 
in their choices with regard to careers, their choices are very much embedded in their 
immigrant family biographies. The family role is significant for two reasons. First, by its 
very nature the process of education is strongly embedded in social relationships in 
which the family, as a socialising institution, plays a vital role. Second, for immigrant 
families education is viewed as a family strategy for achieving intergenerational social 
mobility. 
The majority of the respondents in this study were living with their families and for them 
the family site was still their main source of orientation and inspiration. The young 
SHRSOH¶V DFcounts show that the family role mainly comes in through transmitting 
SRVLWLYH DWWLWXGHV ,Q VKDSLQJ FKLOGUHQ¶V SHUVSHFWLYHV WKH IDPLO\ DV D VRFLDOLVLQJ
institution, facilitates the transmission of value orientations to their children. This 
transmission LV FRPSOHWHG WKURXJK WKH SURFHVV RI µVRFLDOLVDWLRQ¶ DQG WKURXJK HIIHFWLYH
narratives. That is, the family sets the primary social context in which the young people 
develop ideas about their futures and plan their lives based on their migration 
biographies. It also sets the bounds within which perspectives, interests and aspirations 
are initiated and nurtured:  
,JRWP\PRWKHUZKRLVDOZD\VRQP\EDFNWHOOLQJPHWRUHYLVH,I,GLGQ¶WKDYH
DOOWKLV,GRQ¶WWKLQN,¶GEHLQWKLVSRVLWLRQRUOLNHWDONLQJWR\Ru at the moment. 
,¶GSUREDEO\EHGULQNLQJRUVPRNLQJRXWVLGH2PDU*&6(VWXGHQWPDOH 
2PDUDFNQRZOHGJHVWKHLQWHUYHQWLRQRIKLVIDPLO\LQKLVµLPSURYHGSHUIRUPDQFH¶DQGLQ
his better engagement with education. His account is an example of the role of the 
IDPLO\LQWKHIRUPDWLRQRIDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVHGXFDWLRQ7KURXJKWKHSURFHVVRIµSDUHQWDO
H[SHFWDWLRQ¶SDUHQWVIRVWHUDSUR-education attitude in their children and where they have 
relevant cultural capital, guide them through the education process by drawing on their 





significance through the process of parental authority, cast in terms of normative 
expectations, and on their part young people internalise the orientations, values and 
perspectives that have been transferred to them. They take pride in conforming and 
responding positively to parental expectations, which they express in terms of avoiding 
disappointing their parents. In fact, among the majority of the respondents there is a 
general feeling, although of varying degrees, of conforming to parental expectations and 
as bearers of family dreams they are expected to enact the collective goal of achieving 
social mobility. Talking about who has influenced him the most, Youssuf states: 
It has to be my dad, because my dad grew up in Somalia he was going to 
university but he had to give up when I was born to take care of me. So he gave 
up everything for me. (Youssuf, 16, A-level student, male) 
These examples show how parentDOH[SHFWDWLRQVWULJJHUµDVHQVHRIREOLJDWLRQ¶3RUWHV
and Rumbaut, 2001: 193) in the young people, which commits them to avoid 
disappointing their parents. In doing this, young people feel they are acknowledging the 
sacrifices made by their parents for their children to have a better life, because as Portes 
DQG5XPEDXWDUJXHµFKLOGUHQRILPPLJUDQWVSHUFHLYHWKDWWKH\DUHDPDLQ
LIQRWWKHPDLQUHDVRQIRUWKHLPPLJUDWLRQRIWKHLUSDUHQWV¶5HODWHGWROLYLQJXSWRWKH
family ideals is the notion of preserving the family standing in the community. Although 
relations among the Somali community are in many respects polarised, it still remains a 
close-knit community, which leads families to become conscious of their standing 
within the community, a consciousness which in turn informs family strategies driven by 
the expectation that their children will excel in the education system. 
$QRWKHUVWUDWHJ\DVVRFLDWHGZLWKSDUHQWV¶UROHLQ WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQLVZKDWFDQ
EH GHVFULEHG DV WKH µSUHVVXUH WR DFKLHYH¶ ,Q IXOILOOLQJ WKHLU UROH SDUHQWV FDQ EHPHUH
facilitators to help their children figure out their plans for the future, but Somali parents 
VRPHWLPHV DOVR H[HUW SUHVVXUH DV D ZD\ RI VKDSLQJ WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK
education and on occasion, even their choice behaviours. This parental strategy of 
pressuring children not only to engage positively with the education process, but also to 
DFKLHYH H[WHQGV WKH QRWLRQ RI µWUDQVIHU RI UHVSRQVLELOLW\¶ $OODW  EH\RQG PHUH
parental expectations. It represents the view that Somali parents want to achieve, 
through their children, what they themselves would have liked to have succeeded in 
doing, but for whatever reason could not. More importantly, it can also be described as a 







want their kids to be doctors¶. 
The findings from this research show that much as young people negotiate family 
relationships, their families similarly negotiate dynamics within the wider Somali 
community relations. Like Ahmed, the experience of Sahra in relation to influences 
beyond her immediate family is quite illuminating. Unlike the majority of the Somalis in 
the UK, her father came to the UK as a seaman and she recalls how being born to a 
seaman has put her family under pressure from newly arrived Somali families. Her 
account illuminates how family embeddedness in community relations informed her 
PRWKHU¶VH[SHFWDWLRQVRIKHU 
I think my mother was a bit embarrassed being a wife of a seaman who was here 
for forty years and [herself] for over thirty-five years, that I, the second youngest 
of the family, am the first one to [go to] university, while children whose 
IDPLOLHV FDPH >LQWR WKH 8.@ LQ WKH ¶V ZHQW WKURXJK DQ H[SUHVV URXWH WR
universities. She felt like she let us down. (Sahra, 25, social worker, female) 
The dHYHORSPHQWRI6DKUD¶VDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVHGXFDWLRQZDVLQ LPSRUWDQWZD\VGHILQHG
by influences from the Somali community. Sahra recalls:  
 
[My mother] felt that she was not able to help us much in terms of guiding us. 
All she could do was to pressure us, to get us doing our homework. At times 
when we were watching TV, she would say that we must have a homework 
whether I had a homework or not and she would ask us to go to our rooms. I 
think the support was there but it was in a different way. (Sahra, 25, social 
worker, female)  
 
Basit (2012) found that a lack of necessary cultural capital does not hold back parents 
IURP HQJDJLQJ HIIHFWLYHO\ ZLWK WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V DVSLUDWLRQV In the above quote Sahra 
explains that, regardless of the lack of first-hand experience of the UK education system, 
SDUHQWV FDQ VWLOO VXSSRUW WKHLU FKLOGUHQ E\ VSDULQJ WKHP µSUHPDWXUH UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV¶
(Portes and Rumbaut, 2001). However, the findings show that quite often parents in such 
situations are unable to help their children make instrumental choices in their 
engagement with education. Sahra notes that after the sudden death of her father, her 
mother assumed the extra responsibility of bringing up her children alone; she felt the 







ZD\¶+RZHYHU WKLV µSUHVVXULQJ¶VWUDWHJ\RI WKH6RPDOL parents to both influence their 
FKLOGUHQ¶VFKRLFHELRJUDSK\DQGPRUH LPSRUWDQWO\ WRPDLQWDLQ WKHLU IDPLO\VWDQGLQJ LQ
the eyes of their fellow Somali community is sometimes more direct than implicit: 
Knowing people back home, you know, would need my help, from young age I 
had this sense of responsibility in me. I sort of consciously knew where I had to, 
not only for myself and my immediate family, but obviously for my large 
extended family back home would need financial support. And at the time it was 
someWKLQJ WKDWP\GDGZDVVRUWRI WDNLQJFDUHRI«EXWP\GDGVDGO\SDVVHG
away about four, five years ago. So from that point onwards you know like my 
DXQWVP\XQFOHVSHRSOHWKDWKHXVHGWRORRNDIWHU«DUHVRUWRIULQJLQJXVQRZ
DQGP\PXPVKHFDQ¶WKDQGOH>WKLV@«6RLWZDVDVHQVHRIUHVSRQVLELOLW\WKDW
fell down on us, me and my brothers. (Abdirahman, 25, youth worker, male) 
 
The way young people engage with the opportunities in the host society partly depends 
on the nature of their social relations within their community networks. Contact with 
RQH¶VRZQFRPPXQLW\IRUPVWKHEDVLVWKURXJKZKLFKHQJDJHPHQWZLWKWKHRSSRUWXQLW\
structures is mediated. Engagement with education is also related to identity and 
belonging. Following Coleman (1988), I argue tKDWLQFDVHVZKHUHOLQNVZLWKRQH¶VRZQ
network are strong, self-esteem and identity follow suit and the young person may 
become more agential in the way he or she engages with opportunity structures. Identity 
has an objective bearing on the social mobility and life-chances of individuals in that it 
can be used as a resource by marginalised groups, but also in that can be used as a 
GLVFXUVLYHWRROIRUµ('#)*"+,¶FHUWDLQVRFLDOJURXSV 
6.3 Adolescent optimism 
As outlined in Chapters 1 and 2, early in their post-VWDJHPRVW\RXQJSHRSOH¶VYLHZV
on their aspirations often reflect their developmental stage. They show strong belief in 
their agency in taking it for granted that achieving their ideal goals depends on their 
efforts. This optimism is mediated by the lack of the insights acquired through 
experiences with structural factors. Adolescents are then likely to be more positive and 
idealistic than those from older groupsL The idealistic choice biographies are mediated 
by a complex reasoning process encoded in future prospects, future employability, and 





imagined futures can be understood in the discourses of economic rationality in which 
the individual as an active agent engages instrumentally with opportunities available to 
DFFUXHPD[LPXPEHQHILW7KHVHSURFHVVHVKDYHDµPRWLYDWLQJHIIHFW¶'HYDGDVRQ
 XSRQ \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V SODQQLQJ IRU WKHLU IXWXUHV +DVVDQ LV DQ H[DPSOH RI DQ
idealistic chooser driven by adolescent optimism: 
I was actually thinking about what choice I was gonna make for a long time. I 
was thinking about this stuff when I was in year seven. As soon as I went to high 




good in science and a doctor is purely based on Science. (Hassan, 15, GCSE 
student, male) 
Hassan shows strong agency and belief in his individual effort to achieve his personal 
goals. He is clearly driven by the idea that things will be fine if you make enough effort 
and he represents his future in a positive light:  
,¶YHJRWDSUHWW\VWUDLJKWIRUZDUGLGHD,¶PJRQQDJRLQWRIXUWKHUHGXFDWLRQDOOWKH
way till I graduate from university. Cos that is actually my priority because I 
need to graduate from a university to [impURYH@P\ IXWXUH*HWWLQJ D GRFWRU¶V
degree. (Hassan, 15, GCSE student, male) 
The positively represented imagined futures of adolescents can sometimes be driven by 
the materialistic rewards of career choices, and sometimes also by having an impact on 
societ\DVLQWKHFDVHRI+DVVDQµ,ZLOOEHDEOHWRPDNHDGLIIHUHQFH¶,GHDOLVWLFFKRRVHUV
reflexively draw on personal qualities, such as ambition, motivation and academic 
capabilities and are convinced of the realisation of their life goals. Regarding making his 
*&6(VXEMHFWFKRLFHV+DVVDQVKRZVZKDW/HKPDQQFDOOVµDFWLYHWUDQVLWLRQ
EHKDYLRXU¶ LQ WKDW KH DFWLYHO\ VRXJKW WHDFKHUV¶ DGYLFH EHFDXVH KH IHOW KH µQHHGHG
EDFNJURXQGLQIRUPDWLRQRQWKHVXEMHFWV¶DVLQKLVZRUGVµLI\RXSLFNRQHWKDW\RXGRQ¶W
UHDOO\ OLNH DQG WKDW LVRQH*&6(GRZQDQG WKDWPDNHV \RXU IXWXUH WKDWPXFKKDUGHU¶
Arguably, this is as far as the instrumental engagement with the education process can 
go, that is, excelling in education. 
As will become clearer through the discussion, the theme of instrumental engagement 





towards education in order to engage with the education process. In another sense, 
instrumental engagement refers to education as a means-to-an-end. In the case of Hassan 
and most of the young people discussed in this chapter, who have no personal 
experience with the labour market, instrumental engagement with education is limited to 
the immediate concern of engaging. This practical engagement is mediated by his 
parents who are practically involved in the construction of his educational and career 
identity. His father is a private tutor and at the time of the interview Hassan and his 
friend Ahmed, who I interviewed later, were revisiQJ WRJHWKHU DW+DVVDQ¶V KRXVH DQG
getting ready for tuition. In addition, his mother works as an assistant teacher in his 
school. In the words of Ball et al. KH LV DQ µHPEHGGHG FKRRVHU¶ LQ WKDW XQOLNH
many of his Somali peers, his parents play an informed role in the construction of his 
learner and career identity. Moreover, his parents have linked him up with his extended 
family and in relation to this Hassan notes that he has been inspired by the achievement 
of a cousin who graduated from Harvard: 
He is a doctor now as well, he earns a lot, has his own nice house, has his little 
villa. I like to be as successful as him. My parents once told me about him. They 
were like ± you know a lot of parents moan because I was just playing football 
and not actually concentrating on my work ± DQGP\ SDUHQWV ZHUH OLNH µZK\
GRQ¶W \RX EH OLNH \RXU FRXVLQ"¶ $QG HYHU VLQFH ,¶YH EHHQ WKLQNLQJ DERXW
FRQWDFWLQJKLPDQG,VWDUWHGWDONLQJWRKLP«+DVVDQ*&6(VWXGHQWPDOH 
Another example of a young person whose construction of career identity is framed 
WKURXJKWKHµLPDJLQHGIXWXUHV¶VWUDWHJ\LV*HXGGLZKRVWDWHV 
In the future I am planning to be a scientist insha Allah like chemistry and 
especially like forensic science. That is what I am planning to do. (Geuddi, 16, 
A-level student, male) 
*HXGGL¶V FKRLFH ELRJUDSK\ FDVW RXW LQ µLPDJLQHG IXWXUHV¶ UHYROYHV DURXQG WKUHH NH\
points: the importance of family role, the role of cultural identity, and confidence in his 
academic capabilities and personal efforts. It has emerged from the data analysis that 
DGROHVFHQW RSWLPLVP HQWDLOV FRQILGHQFH LQ ZKDW WKH \RXQJ VHH DV WKH µIDLUQHVV RI
HGXFDWLRQDOV\VWHPLQWKH8.¶DQG the belief in the idea of meritocracy, thus assuming 
that personal motivation and ambition are all it takeVWRKDYHRQH¶VDVSLUDWLRQVUHDOLVHG





immigrant optimism discourse there is a strong motivation for social mobility. 
Reflecting this pro-education habitus, Farah, who intends to study media, relates: 
$WWKHPRPHQW,¶PQRWGRLQJDQ\WKLQJEXW,DPSODQQLQJWRVWXG\DQGWRZRUNVR
WKDW,FDQORRNDIWHUP\VHOIDQGGRQ¶WKDYHWRUHO\RQRWKHUVIRUP\OLYLQJ,KDYH
KLJK KRSHV IRU WKH IXWXUH , GRQ¶WZDQW WRZDVWHP\ WLPH DQ\PRUe, or wander 
aimlessly through life. I have to be a responsible, independent, have a good 
future so that I can become an example for others. (Farah, 21, unemployed newly 
arrived asylum seeker, male) 
 
Farah rationalises his choice in light of what µsuits his personality¶, which he describes 
as µoutgoing¶ and µsociable¶, assuming he can easily convert these personal qualities into 
his career outcome. Strongly driven by the instrumental values of education, he sees his 
future in the media because, in his words, µyou do not study for the sake of it¶. He draws 
on an individual discourse cast in meritocratic terms µit all depends on your effort and 
your qualifications¶; self-actualisation thus embodies individual effort and ambition. He 
remains positive and determined to realise his plans and potential by combining work 
and study, without being concerned about the prospect of unfavourable labour market 
conditions or the role of structural factors in his educational outcome. The fact that 
newcomers, like Farah, express strong optimism, indicates the importance of migration 
biographies as sources of inspiration. In their study of second-generation immigrants in 
the US, Portes and Rumbaut (2001: 95) argue that, despite problems in the host society, 
immigrants maintain a positive outlook on their lives in the host society, which is 
reflected in µhigher expectations and sustained effort to achieve them¶. 7KXVµYDOXLQJRI
HGXFDWLRQIRULWVRZQVDNH¶PXVWEHVHWDJDLQVWLWVLQVWUXPHQWDOYDOXHLHWKHYLHZWKDW
education offers immigrant communities a means for enhancing their life-chances: 
,GRQ¶WWKLQNZLWKRXWQRWJRLQJWRFROOHJH,GRQ¶WWKLQN,ZDQQDGRDMREEHFDXVH
LI , VWDUW D MRE ZKHQ , DP LQ 6L[WK )RUP ,¶OO WKLQN DERXW P\ MRE PRUH WKDQ
[anything else]. You might WKLQNµ2K,GRQ¶WZDQQDJHWILUHG,QHHGWRGRWKLV,
QHHG WRGR WKDWDQG\RX IRUJHWDERXW \RXUZRUN\RXUVWXII LQ VFKRRO¶EXW LI LQ
half-WHUPDIWHUVFKRROMRE\HDKDQGLWLVHDV\IRUPH,¶OOGRLW%XW,GRQ¶WWKLQN
,¶OO SXWP\ZKROHPLQG LQ LW EHcause I need to think about my future as well. 
(Ayan, 14, GCSE student, female) 
In addition to subscribing to the ideology of meritocracy (Tlili, 2007), adolescent 





represents his career choice merely as his own preference framed by an individual drive 
to achieve and by strong self-belief, but his preferences could equally be related to and 
framed by his extended family cultural capital. He enjoys close contact with an uncle 
ZKRZRUNV LQ WKH µIRUHQVLF VFLHQFH LQGXVWU\¶ µ,W LVP\ XQFOHZKR KDV GRQHZHOO E\
WKLQNLQJ RI KLV IXWXUH DSSDUHQWO\ QRZ KH¶V JRW D JRRG MRE DQG JHWV JRRG ZDJHV¶
0RUHRYHU XQOLNH +DVVDQ KLV SRVLWLYHO\ µLPDJLQHG IXWXUH¶ SHUVSHFWLYH UHIOHFWV
conviction in personal efforts, which thus appears to be an embodiment of the immigrant 
dream. Geuddi was born in Kenya and moved to the UK five years ago, which means 
that he spent his formative years in a cultural and institutional context different from that 
oIWKH8.+LVFXOWXUDOUHSHUWRLUHLVGLIIHUHQWIURP+DVVDQ¶VLQWKDWKHLVPRWLYDWHGQRW
only to achieve personal goals in his new adopted country, but also has the ambition to 
PDNH D GLIIHUHQFH WR KLV FRXQWU\ RI RULJLQ *HXGGL LV GULYHQ E\ WKH LGHD RI µVHlf-
EHWWHUPHQW¶LQWKHKRVWFRXQWU\IRUWKHEHQHILWRIWKHFRXQWU\RIGHVFHQW 
:KDW +DVVDQ DQG *HXGGL¶V DFFRXQWV VKRZ LV WKH UROH RI IDPLO\ LQYROYHPHQW LQ WKH
construction of their learner and career identities, but not all idealistic choosers can draw 
on familial cultural capital. Many Somali parents lack experiential knowledge of the UK 
education system and are thus ill-equipped to assist their children in navigating through 
the intricate education system. It can be suggested that even those educated often have 
difficulties with educational settings, because they have their cultural capital in the 
µZURQJ FXUUHQF\¶ *HZLUW] HW DO   RU VRPHWLPHV WKH\ DUH HYHQ XQDEOH WR
µSURYLGH D FRQGXFLYH OHDUQLQJ HQYLURQPHQW¶ DV +RXVVHLQ D WXWRUFRPPXQLW\ ZRUNer, 
has observed. Therefore one way of explaining the emerging positive attitude towards 
education among the interviewed young people would appear to be as a form of coping 
strategy to deal with the uncertainties in the host country. Although they increasingly 
LQYLJRUDWHWKHLUKRSHIXOQHVVE\H[WUDLQYHVWPHQWLQWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQLQWKHIRUP
of private tuition, their involvement is often limited to the creation of a positive attitude 
towards education, leaving instrumental engagement with the process, such as 
information gathering, to the young people themselves:  
There was one time when I went to the doctors because I was sick and I was 
LQWHUHVWHG\HDKLQGRFWRUVDQG,VWLOODP,DVNHGWKHPµ+RZORQJGLGLWWDNH\RX







HIIRUW LVQ¶W JRRG DW VFKRRO¶ 6R , KDYH WRZRUk double, twice as hard as I was 
before or even more. (Omar, 14, GCSE student, male) 
In constructing their imagined futures, some idealistic choosers actively pursue 
instrumental information, which helps them develop strategies for achieving their 
aspirations, or helps them give meaning to their choices, which in turn reinforces their 
commitment to their chosen pathways. However, career identities defined by what Reay 
  FDOOV WKH µYDJDULHV RI FKDQFH PHHWLQJ¶ LH LQFLGHQWDO HQFRXQWHUV ZLWK
somebody whose profession young people want to emulate, have limitations. They do 
QRWWDNHLQWRDFFRXQWWKHµELRJUDSKLFDOO\GHWHUPLQHGVLWXDWLRQ¶LQZKLFKWLPHVSDFHDQG
place in society play a role (Schultz, 1967: 76). It can be argued that the idealistic 
chooVHUV¶DFWLYHVHDUFKIRUVWUDWHJLFLQIRUPDWLRQLVDUHIOH[LYHLQWHUQDOLVDWLRQRIµSDUHQWDO
H[SHFWDWLRQV¶FI&KDSWHUZKLFKWKH\UHSUHVHQWDV WKHLURZQSUHIHUHQFHE\DFWLYHO\
engaging with their career planning. In fact, many of these young people may utilise 
available career advice, but eventually take responsibility for their own choices. 
As discussed in Chapter 4, immigrants tend to possess a strong drive that is embedded in 
the very migration process. Driven by the ambition to achieve social mobility, 
immigrant families are keen to capitalise on available educational opportunities, but 
because of their lack of personal experiences of the contextual conditions of their 
choices and ambitions, they often tend to set idealistic goals for their children, without 
taking into account the prevailing opportunity structures. However, quite often 
LPPLJUDQWSDUHQWV¶LQYROYHPHQWLQWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQLVOLPLWHGWRWKHFUHDWLRQRI
a positive attitude towards education and the rest is left to the young person, including 
µWKH SURFHVV RI LQIRUPDWLRQ JDWKHULQJ¶ %DOO HW DO  7KHUHIRUH RQHZD\RI
H[SODLQLQJ WKH VLJQLILFDQFH RI µFROG NQRZOHGJH¶ LV WKH VKRUWFRPLQJV RI WKHLU IDPLO\¶V
cultural capital, i.e. absence of the so-called instrumental knowledge and information 
about possible options within the family setting ± the family as a socialising agency 
(Lehmann, 2004: 381). Even where parents mediate the construction of these attributes 
of ambition, commitment and pro-education attitude, as shown by the accounts of 
$KPHG DQG *HXGGL ZKR WDON DERXW WKHLU FDUHHU SUHIHUHQFHV QRW RQO\ LQ WHUPV RI µ,
DOZD\VZDQWHGWR¶EXWPRUHLQWHUPVRIµP\SDUHQWVZDQWPHWR¶IRUWKHVH\RXQJ






My parents always wanted me to be something big, they want something that 
will make them proud of me. Especially my dad I cannot let him down. 
(Youssuf, 16, A-level student, male) 
As bearers of family dreams, young people construct their learner and career identities in 
accordance with parental expectations to achieve family ideals (Ball et al., 2000). 
Accordingly, immigrant parents push their children to achieve social mobility in the host 
VRFLHW\ RIWHQ E\ µVWUHWFKLQJ WKHLU FXOWXUDO FDSLWDO EH\RQG LWV OLPLWV¶ %DOO HW DO 
212) and this over-H[SHFWDWLRQFRQWULEXWHVWR\RXQJSHRSOH¶VVKDSLQJRIDPELWLRXVFDUHHU
identities.  
Despite the fact that young people report parental involvement in their education, their 
accounts show that such involvement is not instrumental in the sense that there is a 
disconnect between their advice on GCSE options and expected outcomes. That is, 
LPPLJUDQW SDUHQWV DOWKRXJK WKH\ DFW DV PHGLDWRUV LQ WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V FKRLFH-making 
process, usually cannot effectively help them with the choice-process so as to improve 
their transition to the world of work, because of insufficient knowledge of the contextual 
IDFWRUVWKDW LQIOXHQFHWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQDORXWFRPHV ,QSDUWLFXODU WKHLGHDOLVWic 
over-expectation of Somali immigrant parents needs to be understood in the context of 
their lack of familiarity with the UK education system. As Amina has noted, they are not 
well-versed in the subtleties of the UK education system, which has an impact on their 
FKLOGUHQ¶V DVSLUDWLRQV WR KDYH µDSSURSULDWH IXWXUHV¶ -DFREV HW DO   IRU
instrumental engagement with the educational and employment market requires 
familiarity with the complexities of these markets. It also requires an active engagement 
ZLWKWKHQDWXUHRIWKHVXEMHFWVDYDLODEOHDQGPDWFKLQJWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VLQWHUHVWZLWKWKH
prevailing opportunity structures. However, quite often immigrant parental advice is 
devoid of practical guidance due to the maze of the transition process, and it does not 
necessarily correspond to what is realistically possible. However, despite these 
shortcomings of immigrant parents, themes of high expectation, positive attitudes 
towards education and a sense of hopefulness imparted by these parents to their children 
UXQ WKURXJK WKH DFFRXQWV RI PRVW RI WKH UHVSRQGHQWV $Q H[FHSWLRQ WR µWUDQVIHUUHG
H[SHFWDWLRQV¶LVRIIHUHGE\<Dssin: 
0\SDUHQWVDUHKDSS\ZLWKZKDW,¶PKDSS\ZLWK,NQRZZKDW,ZDQQDGR,¶YH








SODQVIRU WKHIXWXUHKHVWDWHV µ,ZDQW WRJR WRXQLYHUVLW\DQG WKHQJet a job within the 
LQGXVWU\¶$OWKRXJKKHKDVDILUPLGHDDERXWKLVIXWXUHFDUHHUDVDµPHFKDQLFDOHQJLQHHU¶
and his choice is driven by interest, he appears to prefer to live in the moment. Despite 
having university ambitions, and with only one year to go before the time he should 
apply to a one, YasVLQ LVXQVXUHZKLFKKHZDQWV WRDSSO\WR ,QKLVµ,¶PQRWVXUHULJKW
QRZ¶KHFOHDUO\NHHSVKLVRSWLRQVRSHQWDNLQJRQHVWHSDWDWLPHDQGLQWKLVUHVSHFWKLV
µWUDQVLWLRQ EHKDYLRXU¶ LVPRUH WHQWDWLYH WKDQ WKDt of the other young people discussed 
earlier.  
The construction of an idealistic career identity is mediated through sustained 
VRFLDOLVDWLRQSURFHVVHV7KDWLVLWLVWKURXJKUHJXODULQWHUDFWLRQVZLWKµVLJQLILFDQWRWKHUV¶
and the quality of these interactions that young people develop subjectivities and cultural 
repertoires of their ethnic minority communities and discursively position themselves in 
the wider society. Making informed choices requires access to instrumental information 
about opportunities aQG JLYHQ WKDW WR D ODUJH H[WHQW µOLIH FKDQFHV DUH D UHIOHFWLRQ RI
DFFHVVWRLQIRUPDWLRQ¶/DVKLWLVTXLWHXQGHUVWDQGDEOHWKDWDPELWLRXV\RXQJ
people actively look for information outside their family circles. The theme of 
information, then, as an integral constituent of family cultural capital, plays a significant 
role in shaping preferences. 
While the notion of imagined futures explains much of the processes underlying the 
formation about idealistic career choices, it would, however, be a mistake to reduce 
\RXQJSHRSOH¶VLPDJLQHGIXWXUHVWRPDWHULDOLVWLFPRWLYHVIRUVRPHDUHGULYHQE\LQWHUHVW
DQG SDVVLRQ IRU WKHLU VXEMHFWV+DPGD LV D JRRG H[DPSOH µ,ZDV DOZD\V LQWHUHVWHG LQ
EXVLQHVV « HVSHFLDOO\ WKH HFRQRPLF VLGH DQG , ZDV DOVR LQWHUHVWed in marketing. 
0DUNHWLQJLVRQHRIP\IDYRXULWHVXEMHFWV¶ ,QH[SODLQLQJKHUUHDVRQVIRU WKHFKRLFHRI
the profession she is aspiring to get into whilst studying for her degree, Hamda draws on 
DGLVFRXUVHRISHUVRQDOTXDOLWLHVE\VWDWLQJWKDWµGRLQJUHVHarch is one of my strengths¶. 
6KHDOVRWDONVLQWHUPVRIµ,HQMR\GRLQJLW¶EHFDXVHµLWLVDIXQMRE¶+HUFKRLFHWKHQLV
predominantly driven by passion, interest and desire, and although she talks only in 
passing about attending an open day at school, VKHH[SODLQVKHUFKRLFHDVµUHDOLVLQJKLJK








Hamda, who helps her mother with a small family business, is the first in her family to 
go to universit\DQGKHULPDJLQHGIXWXUHLVGULYHQE\µKDYLQJIXQLQZKDW\RXGR¶6KH
remains positive and confident about achieving her ideals: 
Oh! I see myself in a stable job as a market researcher. Maybe building a house in 
Somaliland in Hargeysa or Berbera near the sea, yeah or maybe kids or married. 
(Hamda, 21, university student, female) 
 
+DPGD¶V DFFRXQW VKRZV the agentic dimension of her choice biography cast in the 
ODQJXDJH RI µGHVLUH¶ µLQWHUHVW¶ DQG µSDVVLRQ¶ WKDW IUDPH WKH FRQVWUXFWLRQ RI LGHDOLVWLF
choices. ,QFRQWUDVWWRWKHPDWHULDOLVWLFPRWLYHVXQGHUO\LQJ+DVVDQ*HXGGLDQG2PDU¶V
decision-PDNLQJ +DPGD¶V VRXUFH RI PRWLYDWLRQ LV µLQWHUHVW¶ $QRWKHU H[DPSOH RI
passion-driven career aspiration runs through the account of Suad, who like Hamda, 
wants to find DµILW¶EHWZHHQKHULQWHUHVWDQGKHUFDUHHUE\XVLQJKHUIDYRXULWHVXEMHFW
PDWKVWRSXUVXHDFDUHHUDVDQDFFRXQWDQWZKLFKLVµRQHRIWKHWKLQJV>VKH@ZDQWVWREH




my maths has then improved. And I thought if I want to become an accountant I 
have to study hard and do a lot of stuff that involves maths and stuff. (Suad, 14, 
GCSE student, female) 
This quote represents an account of agentic, passion-driven choices around futures cast 
in the language of µpassion¶DQG µenjoyment¶. With this perspective, desired aspirations 
are idealistic in the sense that the intention is to turn hobbies into careers, because both 
education and work are seen as µfun¶. In fact, one striking feature in the accounts of 
some of the idealist choosers, like Suad and Hamda, is that their choice biographies 
revolve around µinterest¶ in the subject. For such choosers to µenjoy doing¶ a certain 
career is more important in shaping their career identities than having µa pay-driven 
boring job¶. For these young people, this µliking, enjoying¶ embodies an active and 
agential engagement with their choices that can be set against a more passive and 
mechanical engagement with choices. What their accounts show is that not all idealistic 
choosers are driven by materialistic motives. Ball et al. (1999: 210), commenting on 





education, point out that VXFKDWUDMHFWRU\µis a natural sequence that is viewed both as 
satisfying and rewarding in its own right and a sensible ³investment´ of time and energy 
that will provide¶.  
A,)+4<.
A key theme that runs through the accounts of the choice biographies discussed above is 
WKH \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V VWURQJ VHQVH RI EHLQJ LQ FRQWURO RI WKHLU GHVWLQLHV 2QH ZD\ RI
explaining the strong agency shown by these young people is to consider their life stage. 
It has been raised in Chapters 1 and 2 that adolescents are often driven by developmental 
optimism; they tend to claim their choices solely reflect their own individual actions. 
That is, despite close family involvement in their choices, not all young people are 
prepared to acknowledge the role of their parents in their choice biographies, preferring 
LQVWHDGWRGUDZRQLQGLYLGXDOGLVFRXUVHV,QDGGLWLRQWRWKHµUHFHLYHGDWWLWXGH¶HPEHGGHG
in their migration histories, which is transmitted inter-generationally, most Somali 
young people, like their peers from other communities, have a strong preference to write 
their individual biographies, showing these tendencies through their discursive self-
portrayal and by downplaying familial influences on their choices. This is no 
cRLQFLGHQFH EHFDXVH WKH YHU\ LGHD RI D µFKRLFH ELRJUDSK\¶ LV DQ LQWHJUDO SDUW RI ODWH
modernity discourses where emphasis in put on active and reflexive engagement with 
life choices (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991). That is, in late modernity collective 
dimensions of the formation of aspirations have become problematised and 
correspondingly the active role of the individual in writing their choice biographies has 
become foregrounded. 
 
As discussed in the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, critical consciousness and 
subjectivity of the human agency are the key definers of the ways in which young people 
go about making their life choices. This strong preference to exercise choice not only 
stands in opposition to the familial and contextual dimensions of choice, but also 
WUDQVFHQGV µUDFH¶ JHQGHU DQG FODVV ERXQGDULHV 7KDW LV UHJDUGOHVV RI WKHLU VRFLDO DQG
racial positioning, the Somali young people, like their peers from other communities, 
show/claim strong agency in their choices. They take ownership of their choices to the 
extent that they regard failure to achieve goals as a personal shortcoming. They are more 
concerned about their individual interests, exploring their individual strategies for 
engaging with opportunities, than worrying about their positions in society. In the 








I was already planning to do it when one day my uncle asked me what I would 
OLNHWRGRDQG,VDLGµIRUHQVLFVFLHQFH¶DQGKHVDLGµWKDWLVZKDW,GR¶,FRXOGQRW
EHOLHYHLW,DVNHGKLPZKDW,QHHGHGWRGRDQGKHWROGPHµ,WLVQRWWKDWKDUG$OO
WKDW\RXQHHGWRGRLVWRIRFXV¶*HXGGL$-level student, male) 
2QWKHTXHVWLRQRIµZKDWDWWUDFWHG\RXWR>\RXUDVSLUHG@SURIHVVLRQ"¶<RXVVXIH[SODLQV 
6LQFH , ZDV \RXQJ ,¶YH DOZD\V ZDWFKHG PRYLHV DQG IROORZHG GRFWRUV GRLQJ
UHVHDUFKRQ79DQG,¶YHOLNHGLWVLQFHWKHQ$OVRRQHRIP\XQFOHVWRRNPHWRD
doctor last time who showed me how things work and since that work experience 
,¶YHORYHGWREHFRPHRQHP\VHOI<RXVVXI$-level student, male) 
Drawing on individual discourses, Geuddi and Youssuf only refer in passing to their 
uncle. What is interesting in their accounts is that their choices not only coincide with 
WKHLU XQFOH¶V SURIHVVLRQ EXW DOVR ZLWK RQH DQRWKHU¶V 7KH\ ERWK H[SODLQ DZD\ ZKDW
appears to be an apparent influence on their educational aspirations as mere coincidence 
DQGLQVWHDGERWKµFODLPDJHQF\IRUWKHLUFKRLFHV¶7KRPVRQ et al., 2002: 349). However, 
despite explaining his choice in terms of personal preferences, Geuddi acknowledges 
that his family played a role in his engagement with education. For him, many of the 
problems facing SoPDOL\RXQJSHRSOHKDYHIDPLOLDOFDXVHVDQGLQKLVYLHZµIDPLO\DVDQ
HQWLW\ LV QRW IXOILOOLQJ LWV UROH¶ LQ VROYLQJ WKHVH *HXGGL¶V SUR-education #$/"'0& is 
embodied in his migration biographies, for elsewhere in the interview, having been born 
in Kenya he talks of his country of descent [Somalia], which he describes not only as a 
source of the development of his personal identity, but more importantly as a source of 
his inspiration. Foskett and Hesketh (1997: 305) similarly find that young people are 
more likely to be influenced by their parents in their educational choices than they 
µZRXOGHLWKHUFDUHWRDGPLWRUUHDOLVH¶. 
'RZQSOD\LQJ RWKHUV¶ LQIOXHQFHV RQ RQH¶V DFWLRQV LQGLFDWHV WKDW LQIOXHQFHV WUDQVPLWWHG
through family socialisation are difficult to demarcate. As Emmet (1966: 126) argues, 
SHRSOH¶V RULHQWDWLRQV DUH FORVHO\ UHODWHG WR WKHLUPHPEHUVKLS LQ VRFLDO JURXSV WR WKHLU
SRVLWLRQLQWKHVHJURXSVDQGWKHUHODWLRQVRIWKHVHJURXSVWRRWKHUVRFLDOJURXSV<HWµLW
LVGLIILFXOWWRLGHQWLI\ZKHUHRWKHU¶VLQIOXHQFHVHQGDQGRQH¶VHIIRUWVEHJLQ¶ (p. 122). The 





That is, it is through regular interactions with others and the quality of these interactions 
that young people develop subjectivities and cultural repertoires of their communities, 
and discursively position themselves in the wider society. In other words, there appears 
WREHDOLQNEHWZHHQWKHVLJQLILFDQFH*HXGGLDWWDFKHVWRµKLVFRXQWU\RIGHVFHQW¶DQGKLV
views tRZDUGV HGXFDWLRQDO RSSRUWXQLWLHV LQ WKH µKRVW FRXQWU\¶+LV SRVLWLYH DWWLWXGH LV
reinforced by his family. Youssuf, shares similar plans with Geuddi, and the 
development of his orientation resembles that of Geuddi. Youssuf plans to go into 
µVRPHWKLQJWRGR with forensic science or something to do with medicine¶. Even though 
young people might readily accept influences from significant others, i.e. conform to 
ZKDW LV H[SHFWHGRI WKHP WKH\ \HW UHPDLQ µSXUSRVHIXO DQGDJHQWLF¶ %DOO HW DO, 2000: 
91). However, a distinction needs to be made between strong agency and belief in strong 
agency. The latter could be seen as indicative of lack of agency to the extent this could 
be seen as a situation where the meritocratic ideological structure is working through the 
young people. For, quite often structure SHUPHDWHV ERWK µDJHQF\ DQG FROOHFWLYLWLHV¶
(Francis and Archer, 2004: 25). Thus, thLV µEHOLHI LQ VWURQJ DJHQF\¶ UHVRQDWHV ZLWK
:LOOLV¶VFODVVLFVWXG\RIµKRZZRUNLQJFODVVNLGVJHWZRUNLQJFODVVMREV¶ 
6.4 Defaulting into education 
Idealistic over-expectations shown by most young people driven by the generalised 
optimism described above are bound up with the nexus of age, information and 
experiences, but are not reducible merely to these dimensions. As discussed in Chapter 
4, engagement with education has taken on a new meaning for Somali parents. In 
contemporary times young people in general face great uncertainties and the objective 
realities in the labour market are not favourable or promising for them. Those of 
immigrant backgrounds face additional structural inequalities in the labour market. With 
the internalisation of the objective realities of inequalities of opportunities, one would 
have expected to find a less optimistic, if not an outright rejection of schooling and a 
dismissive attitude towards the utility of meritocracy. Even if young people consider 
µIDLOXUH¶DVDQLQGLYLGXDOµIDWH¶FHUWDLQO\WKHRYHUZKHOPLQJO\SRVLWLYHDWWLWXGHVKRZQE\
the young people in this study requires different explanations. 
 
In light of the accounts of the young people, particularly those at the school-age stage, 
one might suggest that the emerging positive attitude towards education is not merely 






their capabilities meet their probabilities of achieving their desired outcomes; because 
WKH QRWLRQ RI µLGHDOLVP¶ HQWDLOV GRZQSOD\LQJ WKH ULVN RI EDUULHUs. However, idealistic 
choosing is not necessarily an antithesis to realistic choosing, for its exponents, 
regardless of what drives them (adolescent optimism or immigrant optimism), 
reflexively engage with their agential capacity. That is, agential capacity or personal 
qualities drive them to engage constructively with their plans. Overall, the expression of 
ambition and optimism is framed by a complex interaction between age and individual 
level factors and is further conditioned by the expectations transferred from immigrant 
families towards their children. For the Somali immigrant families, education goes 
beyond its instrumental utility. For some of the young people though, engagement with 
the education process is out of practical concern: there is simply no alternative than 
staying on in education. 
 
Like their counterparts from immigrant communities, Somali young people operate in 
highly charged and competing cultural fields. Family and peers set different demands on 
how they engage with social expectations. There is a contradiction between the cultural, 
institutional, educational and political context in which they operate on a day-to-day 
basis and the values carried over by their immigrant parents from their country of origin. 
Contextual conditions, therefore, not only offer possibilities, but also pose challenges to 
WKH \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V µRQWRORJLFDO VHFXULW\¶ *LGGHQV  ,Q WKHLU SDUWLFLSDWLRQ LQ
different relationships with the host culture and with their cultural heritage, their views 
at times clash with those of their parents. In short, the growing up young people are not 
QHFHVVDULO\RQO\EHLQJVKDSHGLQWRµFRQIRUPLQJ¶EXWDVFULWLFDODJHQWVDQGDVDJHQWVRI
change, they contribute to the dynamics of their family processes in which their growing 
old parents become acculturated (Alitolppa-Niitamo, 2004). Where the parental role 
proves significant is in the intergenerational transmission of values and perspectives. 
Through interaction parents impart or reinforce normative and conformist attitudes so 
that their children do not drift away, but as I discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, what young 
people require from their parents is not limited to their transmitting normative values, 
but help in dealing with the multiple facets of transition.  
One of the key SXVKIDFWRUVIRUSHRSOHWRPLJUDWHLVWRLPSURYHWKHLUFRQGLWLRQV$\DQ¶V
µHGXFDWLRQILUVW¶DWWLWXGHDQGZLOOLQJQHVVWRSRVWSRQHHQWU\LQWRWKHMREPDUNHW until she 
obtains a university qualification, even if there is an opportunity, signifies how much 





towards education poses critical questions about the instrumental approach to education 
GLVFXVVHGHDUOLHU,WFDQEHDUJXHGWKDW\RXQJSHRSOH¶VµKRUL]RQIRUDFWLRQ¶DWWKHVchool 
leaving age is very much constrained by their limited life experiences (Hodkinson and 
Sparkes, 1997). According to this view, school-leavers, due to their limited lived 
H[SHULHQFH IHHO WKDW WKH\ DUH IDFHGZLWK WKH VLPSOH µGLOHPPD¶RI HLWKHU VWD\LQJ-on or 
dropping out, which in the context of the current youth labour market is not really a 
dilemma. Employment opportunities for young people have drastically fallen since the 
1970s (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997) and changes in the employment market call for 
different explanatory models to understand contradictions of agency and structure. 
Although young people tend to rationalise their positive attitude towards education as an 
active choice, one might argue that lack of alternatives makes education the only 
available option. And with education being the only feasible option, the positive 
engagement with education is not necessarily a conscious choice, but a choice made 
XQDYRLGDEOH RZLQJ WR WKH ODFN RI DOWHUQDWLYHV RU LQ RWKHU ZRUGV D µYLUWXH PDGH RI
necessiW\¶%RXUGLHXZKLFKLVµWRUHIXVHZKDWLVDQ\ZD\GHQLHGDQGWRZLOO
WKH LQHYLWDEOHµ%RXUGLHX7DFLWO\ LQWHUQDOLVHG LGHDVRI OLPLWHGRSSRUWXQLWLHV
EHFRPHSDUWRI\RXQJSHRSOH¶V#$/"'0&.which in turn informs their attitude towards the 
IXWXUH 7KLV µGHIDXOWLQJ¶ RI SRVLWLYH HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK WKH HGXFDWLRQ SURFHVV UDLVHV
critical questions about the role of agency in engaging with the education process as a 
purposeful and active choice. For, much of what passes for autonomous decision-making 
is an internalisation of objective externalities (Bourdieu, 1977).  
6.5 Conclusion  
This chapter has considered the development of attitudes towards education. It has 
outlined that the development of attitudes is strongly related to the migration biographies 
of the Somali immigrant family. Immigrants use education instrumentally as a way of 
enhancing their life-chances to compensate for their disadvantaged position in the host 
society. Values embedded in migration biographies are intergenerationally transmitted 
through family relationships. In family settings, parents set priorities for their children 
and transfer to them the µLPPLJUDQW GUHDP¶ XQGHUSLQQLQJ WKHLU SUHVHQFH LQ WKH KRVW
society. The chapter has shown that young people incorporate values and orientations 
towards education received through family interactions, but try to project their 
DVSLUDWLRQVDVDQ LQGLYLGXDOLVHGRULHQWDWLRQ7KH LQGLYLGXDOLVDWLRQRIµUHFHLYHGDWWLWXGH¶
is difficult to separate out from familial or collective immigration biographies 





and attitudes evolve in such a tacit way that young people hardly notice family influence 
RQ WKHLU FKRLFHV DQG FODLP WKH µUHFHLYHG DWWLWXGH¶ DV WKHLU RZQThey are expected to 
study. <RXQJSHRSOH¶VH[SHULHQFHVDUHKRZHYHUQRWVROHO\GHWHUPLQHGE\WKHPLJUDWLRQ
ELRJUDSKLHV )RU LQ DGGLWLRQ WR WKH ³UHFHLYHG DWWLWXGH´ HPEHGGHG LQ WKHLU PLJUDWLRQ
histories, they show strong agential tendencies of exerting individual biographies by 
downplaying familial influences on their choices. Ambition is embedded in migration, 
since the very process of migration is associated with self-betterment, and it is also 
related to age (cf. Chapter 2). The key dimensions of agency, autonomy, identity, 
LQGLYLGXDO DQG FROOHFWLYH ELRJUDSKLHV FRQVWLWXWLYH RI WKH FHQWUDO WKHPH RI µSRVLWLYH
HQJDJHPHQWZLWKHGXFDWLRQ¶DOVRXQGHUSLQWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIHGXFDWLRQDOH[SHFWDWLRQV





Chapter 7: Contingent Choosers 
7.1 Introduction 
Despite societal normative expectations that young people should have a career plan, not 
all are clear about their plans for the future and when they are, they often remains 
unclear about how to achieve them. In this chapter, I discuss a second strategy young 
people deploy in the choice-making process: keeping options open. I differentiate three 
dimensions of this strategy. First, I begin the discussion with the role of family cultural 
capital and argue that this tendency RI µNHHSLQJ RSWLRQV RSHQ¶ LV UHODWHG WR IDPLO\
FXOWXUDO FDSLWDO 6HFRQG , VXJJHVW WKDW VRPH \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V GHSOR\PHQW RI WKLV
contingency planning is a way of managing the risks associated with contemporary 
youth transition. In the third section of the chapter, I discuss how young people tend to 
UHVRUWWRWKHµLPPHGLDF\RIWKHSUHVHQW¶(Elster, 1989) to get through the critical decision 
moments of the choice-making process.  
7.2 Family cultural capital 
Somali young people, many of whom are either born or raised in the diaspora, have 
different aspirations, outlooks and orientations towards identity and belonging from 
WKRVH RI WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ JHQHUDWLRQ 2QH ZD\ RI PDNLQJ VHQVH RI WKH LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO
differences and concerns raiVHG LV WR H[SORUH LVVXHV UHODWLQJ WR WKH IDPLO\¶V FXOWXUDO
capital. Here it is suggested that there is a mismatch between what parents expect of 
their children and the context within which they are growing up. This intergenerational 
tension leans towards an over-expectation on the part of Somali parents, which can be 
XQGHUVWRRGZLWKLQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHLUµIDPLO\#$/"'0&¶Archer et al., 2012). Driven by 
the ambition to achieve social mobility, they are keen to capitalise on available 
educational opportunities, but they cannot effectively help their children with the choice-
process. Parental expectations foster a pro-education attitude in their children, but when 
it comes to outcomes, they are ill-equipped to guide them effectively through the 
education process, and even less so through the transition into the world of work, 
EHFDXVHWKH\ODFNDSSURSULDWHµH[SHULHQWLDONQRZOHGJH¶RIWKHV\VWHPBall et al., 1999: 
215). With the benefit of hindsight, Amina relates that her parents were ill-equipped to 
guide her effectively through the education process: 
 
Despite the fact that my parents were educated, they were limited in what they 





here. Maybe for my children the limitations will become less and maybe the 
prospect will be better. (Amina, 25, MA university student, female) 
 
$PLQD¶V DFFRXQW VKRZV WKH VLJQLILFDQW UROH HGXFDWLRQ DV D FROOHFWLYH IDPLO\ GUHDP
played in her early life. She went to a private school for her A-level equivalent education 
LQWKH1HWKHUODQGV+HUIDWKHUZDVSURDFWLYHLQWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQDQGIRUKLPWR
have spotted an international private school in her village in the Netherlands where she 





DWWLWXGH¶ DQG µFUHDWLQJ DQ DGYDQWDJH¶ ,Q KHU YLHZ 6RPDOL SDUHQWV DUH GLVDGYantaged 
because they have no first-hand experience of the British education system and are thus 
ill-equipped to help their children achieve better educational outcomes. For Amina, 
educational outcomes and transition into employment require networking skills, which 
Somali young people lack, because these attributes, unlike other inter-generationally 
WUDQVIHUDEOHDWWULEXWHVRIµRULHQWDWLRQ¶µYDOXHV¶ µFRQIRUPLW\¶DQGµPRWLYDWLRQ¶DUHQRW
µJLYHQIURPWKHLUKRPHV¶,WLVVXJJHVWHGWKDWTXLWHRIWHQ6RPDOLSDUents are ill-equipped 
to help their children navigate through the intricate UK education system. Similar 
WKHPHVRIODFNRIµH[SHULHQWLDONQRZOHGJH¶HPHUJHIURP$LVKD¶VDFFRXQW 
I did know that I could do A-OHYHOV 7KH WKLQJ LV ,¶YH DSSOLHG IRU LW D ELW ODWe 
because I was still, I started in September my Year 11 I started in November 
when the mock exams were happening and all of that. Everybody else in my 
class has already done their application forms because you have to put in an 
application for A-levels quLWHHDUO\DQG,GLGQ¶WNQRZDERXWWKDW,KDGWRDFWXDOO\
JRDQGVHHP\WXWRUDQGVD\\RXNQRZµZKDWDUHP\RSWLRQVZKDWFDQ,VWXG\"¶,
did put in my application for A-levels but they said my application was too 
ODWH«6RP\VHFRQGEHVWRSWLRQZDVWRWDNe a BTEC National diploma instead 
of wasting one more year. (Aisha, 20, gap year student, female) 
 
+DYLQJUHFHQWO\DUULYHGLQWKH8.$LVKD¶VQDUUDWLYHVKRZVVKHODFNHGIDPLOLDULW\ZLWK






went through the GCSE process, she still has struggled with her post-16 choices and 
with finding her way through the choice process. Consequently, she has decided to take 
a gap year before she starts her university degree course. Aisha who would be the 
VHFRQG LQ KHU IDPLO\ µWR JR WR XQLYHUVLW\¶ FRXOG QRW GUDZRQKHUPRWKHU IRU SUDFWLFDO
support with the choice process. Regarding this point, one community worker notes that: 
  
Children do not consult with their parents. They make their choices during lunch 
EUHDNVRUZKLOHSOD\LQJ IRRWEDOOZLWK WKHLU IULHQGV«7KH\ MXVWDVN WKHLUSHHUV
what they have chosen and for the teacher as long as the forms are returnHG«
sometimes parents may not even be aware their children are making choices. For 
parents it is only exams that matter, not making GCSE choices. They just let it be 
over to the child to choose whatever the child is good at. (Salah, community 
worker) 
As aSSHDUV IURP $LVKD¶D DFFRXQW, even children with educated parents are likely to 
H[SHULHQFHGLIILFXOWLHV LQHGXFDWLRQDO VHWWLQJVEHFDXVH WKH ODWWHU¶VFXOWXUDOFDSLWDO LV LQ
WKH µZURQJ FXUUHQF\¶ *HZLUW] HW DO   The theme of lack of appropriate 
cultural capital can be explained in terms of µUROHPRGHOV¶SUHVHQWHGDVWKHPLVVLQJOLQN
in youth transition. One community worker notes: 
It is very difficult for young people without role models, raised by single 
mothers, for example to decide what course of action they gonna take, what 
course of study they gonna take because it is very confusing for young people. 
Most Somali leave secondary school without knowing what subjects or career 
path they are going to take, because from young age they were not coached in 
this. So from that perspective I think Somali young people are in difficult 
situations because of lack of career, the situation back home, no parental 
guidance, or advice from other senior members of the community. (Mustafa, 
community worker) 
In somH ZD\V WKLV SRLQW DERXW µUROH PRGHOV¶ LV UHODWHG WR WKH LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO JDS
between children and their foreign-born parents, and it is suggested that first generation 
Somalis are unable to help their children navigate through the complex education 
system &RPPHQWLQJ RQ WKH µFXOWXUDO FDSLWDO LQ WKH ZURQJ FXUUHQF\¶ SRLQW RQH






3UREDEO\ WKH IDFW WKDWD ORWRI6RPDOLV«ZLWKTXDOLILFDWLRQVDUHQRW DFWLQJDV D
good role model in the sense that they are not successfully employed or [are] 
underemployed. So for example a child sees his father who has a lot of 
qualifications, be it a qualified doctor back home in Somalia or served in the 
Armed Forces or a professor at the Somali National University back home, 
unemployed or at best employed as a security guard or similar sort of things. The 
FKLOGZRXOGVD\ µ+H\:KDW LV WKHSRLQWRIPH WU\LQJKDUG" ,WKDVQ¶W WDNHQ\RX
DQ\ZKHUH:K\ERWKHU"¶+DPXGWXWRUFRPPXQLW\ZRUNHU 
 
The experiences of the educated but unemployed parents have a knock-on effect on their 
FKLOGUHQ¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQRIOHDUQHULGHQWLWLHVµ\RXQJpeople are now questioning the role 
RIHGXFDWLRQLQWHUPVRIFUHDWLQJHFRQRPLFRSSRUWXQLWLHV<RXGRQ¶WJHWMREZLWKLWZK\
VKRXOG\RXSXUVXHLW"¶+RXVVHLQWXWRUFRPPXQLW\ZRUker). High unemployment among 
WKH ILUVW JHQHUDWLRQ LV FLWHG DV GHPRWLYDWLQJ IRU \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK WKH
education process. Although the educational outcomes of Somali young people are 
H[SODLQHG LQ WHUPV RI WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ ODFN RI NQRZOHGJH DQG H[perience of the UK 
education system, it is equally quite plausible that an awareness of these shortcomings 
and a desire to compensate for them serve as an impetus for parents to increase 
LQYHVWPHQW LQ WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V HGXFDWLRQ 7KLV PD\ H[SODLQ WKH SRSXODrity of private 
tuition among the Somali community. For there is a growing awareness that 
intergenerational dissonances have implications for the social mobility of the community 
in that the young are not only left to navigate through the complex career and 
educational institutions in the UK on their own, but also are left vulnerable to the 
possible negative peer influences of their neighbourhoods (Foner and Dreby, 2011: 567). 
 
The parental role proves to be significant in the intergenerational transmission of values 
and perspectives, for through interaction they impart or reinforce normative and 
conformist attitudes so that their children do not drift away. For the parent generation, 
achieving these aims is to be celebrated because of the discontinuities they face in the 
host culture (cf. Chapter 4 and 5). However, Somali young people require more than 
parents transmitting normative values or demanding conformism; they equally require 
guidance with developing realistic educational and career plans as well as help with 
instrumental engagement in the education process; instrumental in the sense of career 
RXWFRPHV<RXQJSHRSOHIHHOWKDWWKHLUSDUHQWV¶LQYROYHPHQWLQWKHLUHGXFDWLRQLVOLPLWHG





them climb the employment ladder. Educational outcomes require different skills, such 
DVQHWZRUNLQJZKLFKPRVW6RPDOL\RXQJSHRSOHµDUHQRWJLYHQIURPWKHLUKRPHV¶,WLV
these social relationships that the accounts of the young people in this study reveal they 
miss, and due to this lack they face challenges in converting their educational capital 
into economic capital. 
7.3 Contingency as a risk managing strategy 
Thinking in terms of contingencies can be XQGHUVWRRG LQ OLJKW RI %HFN¶V FRQFHSW RI
µFKRLFHELRJUDSK\¶ZKHUHµULVNPDQDJHPHQW¶LVDWWKHKHDUWRIWKHZD\VLQZKLFK\RXQJ
people engage with opportunities. In relation to the transition of young people, a 
discourse of risk management has become current in late modernity (Lehmann, 2004) 
IRUWZRPDLQUHDVRQVILUVWLWLVEHFDXVHRIWKHµHQGOHVVSRVVLELOLWLHV¶(Morgan and Idriss, 
2012) LQ WRGD\¶V VRFLHW\ LQZKLFK LQGLYLGXDOV DUH LQFUHDVLQJO\ H[pected to write their 
own biographies and because of the simultaneous uncertainties they face in the labour 
market Second, within this discourse there is much emphasis on individual 
responsibilities and on the developing young person taking on a multiplicity of fluid 
career identities. Ali (a 15-year-old GCSE student) offers a good example of multiple 
planning as a way of managing uncertainties. His anticipated careers range from 
dentistry, business, going into the ICT sector and earning his living as a footballer. He 
rationalises his parallel planning as a strategy for maximising his GCSE options, for 
these include business studies, ICT, resistant materials (design and technology) and 
media studies, which sounds contradictory with his career aspirations. While each of his 
GCSEs might support a possible career pathway, his more serious consideration is 
choosing between training as a dentist or a footballer. The choice of his GCSE options is 
XQGHUSLQQHG WR D FHUWDLQ GHJUHH E\ DQ µRSHQ DSSURDFK¶ WR WKH IXWXUH, because he is 
sceptical about the unpredictable adult world of work. Asked why he chose to do 
business, he states: 
 
Because I wanna do [business] in the future, maybe fifty-ILIW\,I,GRQ¶WEHFRPH
a dentist, I want to do something to do with business, ICT something like that. 
(Ali, 15, GCSE student, male) 
$OL¶V DFFRXQW UHVRQDWHV ZLWK XQFHUWDLQWLHV Sartly because career choice-making is an 
evolving process, and partly because choices are also constrained by performance in 
exams. The uncertainty is also partly related to a lack of information around the job 





subjects and the associated educational and career outcomes. He is the first in his family 
to go through the GCSE process. An important theme in his account is that his career 
aspirations are more a socialised preference than a reflection of an individual one. 




HYHU\WKLQJDERXWGHQWLVWU\,WLVQRWKDUG\RXGRQ¶WGRORWVRI work and you 
JHWSDLGDORW$QGKHVDLGµWKHVHGD\V\HDKZHGRQ¶WKDYHGHQWLVWV¶6RLWLVHDV\
to get in if you work hard. (Ali, 15, GCSE student, male) 
$OL¶V DFFRXQW FDQ EH UHDG LQ GLIIHUHQW ZD\V 2QH ZD\ RI LQWHUSUHWLQJ LW LV WKDW KH is 
struggling to FKRRVHEHWZHHQOLYLQJRXWKLVSDUHQWDOH[SHFWDWLRQVRIµGDGZDQWLQJRQHRI
>KLV@FKLOGUHQWREHFRPHDGRFWRU¶DQGKLVYROXQWHHULQJWREHRQHDQGSXUVXLQJKLVRZQ
individual interest in professional football. Ali appears to be happy to have tentatively 
reVROYHG WKLV GLOHPPD E\ UHGXFLQJ KLV LQGLYLGXDO LQWHUHVW WR D µFRQWLQJHQF\ SODQ¶He 
plays for a local club and knows all too well that getting into paid football is highly 
competitive, rating his chances of developing a career in football as being less likely 
than qualifying as a dentist, and reassures himself that with µfootball you don¶t have 
much chances, but you have more chances with the dentist¶ In this analysis, Ali draws 
on a discourse of LQGLYLGXDOLVDWLRQZKHUHE\KHWXUQVKLVIDWKHU¶VDGYLFHLQWR his own by 
immediately invoking the role of an incidental encounter with a dentist in the 
FRQVWUXFWLRQ RI KLV FKRLFH ELRJUDSK\ 0RUHRYHU $OL¶V DFFRXQW DOVR VKRZV WKDW WKH
intergenerational relationship between parents and their children is complex, being 
IUDXJKW ZLWK D FRQVWDQW WHQVLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH \RXQJ SHUVRQ¶V SUHIHUHQFH DQG SDUHQWDO
preference. Parents tend to pass on their own aspirations. That is, they aspire for their 
children to achieve that which they themselves were unable to. However, it is equally 
LPSRUWDQWWRQRWHWKDWWKHSURVSHFWVRI\RXQJSHRSOHDUHERXQGXSZLWKµSDUDPHWHUVVHW
E\ERWKDFFHVVWROHDUQLQJRSSRUWXQLWLHVDQGFROOHFWLYHQRUPV¶5HHVHWDO 
$QRWKHUZD\RI UHDGLQJ$OL¶V DFFRXQW LV WR FRQVLGHUKLV LPDJLQDWLYHZD\RI acquiring 
VWUDWHJLF LQIRUPDWLRQ DQG ILQGLQJ D µUROHPRGHO¶ RXWVLGH KLV LPPHGLDWH IDPLO\ VHWWLQJ
which not only indicates his determination to achieve his goals, but also reveals the 
nature and level of cultural capital available to him at a family level. In such cases, 
SDUHQWDO LQYROYHPHQW LV OLPLWHG WR WKH µWUDQVIHU RI H[SHFWDWLRQV¶ UHJDUGLQJ ZKLFK $OL





planning not only entails having parallel plans, but also being open to other, as yet not 
on the horizon, careers. However, his account does not show the conviction which 
idealistic choosers show in their individual efforts. Similar themes of openness and 
FRQWLQJHQFLHV UXQ WKURXJK 1DVLU¶V DFFRXQW ZKRVH FKRLFH ELRJUDSK\ Ls driven by the 
immediate utility of his choices rather than the longer term expected career outcome. In 
FRQWUDVWWR$OLKHUHJDUGVKLPVHOIDFDGHPLFDOO\DVµMXVWDYHUDJH¶µ,DPQRWSURSHUVPDUW
ZKRJHWV$¶VDQGVWXII¶DQGGLVFXUVLYHO\SRVLWLRQVKLPVHOIas low in terms of academic 
DFKLHYHPHQWµ,¶PMXVWWKDWW\SHRISHUVRQJHWWLQJDFRXSOHRI%¶VDQG&¶VDQGPD\EHD
D for a couple of subjects¶. This appropriated self-image further shapes his ambitions for 
the future which he cautiously describes:  
If maths goes well I want to become a bank manager or I might wanna become 
um a software engineer. (Nasir, 15, GCSE student, male) 
For young people like Nasir, aspirations change when confronted with new situations 
which they can have hardly anticipated; thinking in contingencies, then, embodies young 
SHRSOH¶VULVNFRQVFLRXVQHVV$OWKRXJKFRQWLQJHQWDWWLWXGHVWRZDUGVWKHIXWXUHVKRZQE\
Ali and Nasir could also be understood in terms of their limited insight into, and lack of 
personal experience of the prevailing opportunity structures, it can also be argued that 
underlying the tentativeness of their plans is a strategy to manage the risk and 
uncertainties involved in career planning.  
Unlike the tendencies of over-expectation characteristic of idealistic choosers, 
contingent choosers have a slightly more open attitude towards their futures. Kaysar (a 
15-year-old GCSE student) is an example of a young person showing this tendency. 
With two older siblings, he is not the first in his family to go through the GCSE process, 
but he is not that keen to learn from the experiences of his siblings, simply because his 
SUHIHUHQFHV GLIIHU +LV µOHDUQHU LGHQWLW\¶ LV RQH RI PL[HG IHHOLQJV H[SUHVVHG LQ KLV
DWWLWXGH WRZDUGV VFKRROLQJ µ,W LV DOULJKW ,W KDV LWV JRRG SRLQWV DQG LWV EDG SRLQWV¶
$OWKRXJKKHVD\VKLVWHDFKHUVVKRXOGEHµPRUHWUXVWLQJWRZDUGVKLP¶KLVOHDUQHULGHQWLW\
is framed by the positive expectations and predictions of them that he will obtain high 
grades. He has high expectations for his GCSEs:  
I am doing well iQDOOVXEMHFWV,WKLQNHYHU\VLQJOHVXEMHFW,¶YHEHHQHQWHUHGIRU
higher except for the coursework for the maths course, everyone at school is 
doing foundation at school for that one. (Kaysar, 15, GCSE student, male)  





ICT I chose because I want to do it in college, business I chose, I might be doing 
business in future life, and PE I chose because I enjoy it. (Kaysar, 15, GCSE 
student, male) 
In deciding on career plans, contingent choosers maintain parallel plans, which they 
FRQWLQXRXVO\ UHYLHZ DW µWXUQLQJ SRLQWV¶ VXFK DV ZKHQ WKH\ FKRRVH VXEMHFW RSWLRQV RU
ZKHQ WKH\ UHFHLYHH[DP UHVXOWV(DFKRI.D\VDU¶V*&6(RSWLRQV HPERGLHV DSRVVLEOH
career route, but underlying his choice strategy is an attempt to experiment with any 
FKRLFHV6WUDXVV+HFRPPHQWVµ&RVZKHQ,FKRVHEXVLQHVV,ZDVQ¶WVXUHZKDW
,ZDQWHGWREH«1RZ,¶PVXUH,ZDQQDEHDQHOHFWURQLFHQJLQHHU¶)URPWKLVLWFDQEH
seen that he explains his contingencies in terms of being more concerned about the job at 
hand, leaving his educational and career outcomes to depend on his capabilities.  
Some of the contingent choosers are aware of the limitations of their learner identities. 
1DVLU¶V DFFRXQW LV D JRRG H[DPSOH IRU, in contemplating contingencies, his narrative 
VKRZVDµIUDJLOHOHDUQHU¶LGHQWLW\%DOOHWDO,QKLVVWDWHPHQWµ,FDQ¶WEHDVNHG¶
he is admittedly conscious of the limitation of his learner identity, which he is not 
prepared to stretch beyond what he can manage. That is, in his approach towards his 
future, he employs an effort avoiding strategy. He further displays this strategy through 
his cautious approach to selecting his GCSE options, which is underpinned by the 
UHTXLUHGHIIRUWµKRZKDUGLWLVJRQQDEHZKDW\RXKDYHWo do, how much coursework is 
WKHUHJRQQDEHKRZPXFKH[DPLVWKHUHJRQQDEHWKDWNLQGRIVWXII¶6LPLODUO\ZKHQ
explaining why he wants to pursue a career in the banking sector, he says he did not 
FKRRVHEXVLQHVVVLPSO\EHFDXVHIULHQGVZDUQHGµEXVLQHVVLVRQHRIWKHKDUGHVWVXEMHFWV¶
0RUHRYHUKHGHVFULEHVKLVWRU\DV DERULQJVXEMHFW µEHFDXVH WKDW LVPRVWO\ WDONLQJDQG
UHDGLQJ¶DQG\HWFKRRVHV LW IRUKLV*&6(RSWLRQVEHFDXVHKHEHOLHYHV LW LVHDV\ WRJHW
good grades. The same effort avoiding strategy underpins his choice of the French 
ODQJXDJHZKLFKKHFKRVHµEHFDXVH LWPDNHVme [him] stand out of from other people, 
LQQLW¶EXWVWLOORIZKLFKKHVDLGµODQJXDJHLVFRQIXVLQJDQGDOORIWKHVHZRUGVPL[LQJXS
FDQ¶WEHDVNHGWROHDUQPRUH¶DQGKLVFKRLFHRf ICT, regarding which a friend advised 
KLPµ\RXVKRXOGWDNHLW\RXJHWWKHJUDGHHDVLO\¶1HYHUWKHOHVV1DVLUKRSHVIRUDJRRG
educational outcome: 
I wanna have a good life. I wanna become a bank manager as I said in the 






'HVSLWH DPELWLRQV RI µDLPLQJ KLJK¶ DQG DVSLULQJ WR EHFRPH D µEDQN PDQDJHU¶ RU D
µVRIWZDUHHQJLQHHU¶KHWDONVLQWHUPVRIZKDW%DOOHWDOFDOOµVRFLDOPLQLPDOLVP¶%DOO
et al., 2000: 109), which could be described as expecting a maximum outcome out of 
minimum effort. Asked whether he has a role model, like the majority of his peers, Nasir 
UHSOLHV µ,ZDQQDEHP\RZQSHUVRQ ,ZDQQDEHP\VHOI¶ His choice biography can be 
described as RQHRIµWDNLQJLWHDV\¶.  
Furlong and Cartmel (2007: 14) argue that in the postmodern world old regularities and 
patterns of youth transitions have become ever more complex and unpredictable. The 
complexity of the choice-making process is manifest in the fact that different young 
people either experience similar conditions differently, or respond to similar experiences 
differently. It is these differences which distinguish contingent choosers, like Kaysar and 
Nasir, from the more ambitious choosers described earlier. While the latter group draws 
on personal agency to confront challenges in the transition process, the choice 
biographies of young people with a less strong sense of DJHQF\DUHµKHDYLO\ERXQGHGE\
FRQWLQJHQFLHV¶%DOOHWDO7KDWLVWKHFDXWLRXVDWWLWude shown by contingent 
choosers bears witness to the temporality of career plans based on mere ambition and 
passion, and to a critical awareness that career planning involves continuous re-
DGMXVWPHQW0RUHRYHULWDOVREHDUVZLWQHVVWRWKH\RXQJSHRSOH¶Vchoice biographies in 
contemporary times (Bois-Reymond, 1998) where uncertainties and risk have become 
key definers of their lives. Keeping options open can in this respect be understood as a 
means of risk management. The avoidance of making choices too early may indicate 
theVH \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V awareness of the psychological commitment that choice-making 
entails. Finally, they contribute to the construction of their biographies as a reflective 
process of connecting personal and social change (Giddens, 1991). With the benefit of 
hindsight, Deqa explains her experiences with early post-16 choice-making processes: 
[W]hen it came to choosing like what I wanted to do for A-levels, it was really 





In terms of FXOWXUDO FDSLWDO'HTD FRXOG EH GHVFULEHG DV µZHOO SODFHG¶ IRU VKH KDV DQ
extended family network that supports the construction of her choice biography. 





is still cautious and keeps open a number of contingencies, because of uncertainties 
DURXQGWKHIXWXUH7KURXJKKHUZRUGVµ,¶PQRWVXUHEHFDXVH,¶PRQO\LQP\ILUVW\HDU¶
VKH DFFHSWV WKDW VKH µGRHV QRW NQRZ ZKDW¶V JRQQD KDSSHQ OLNH QH[W¶ DQG LV PRUH
concerned about µSDVVLQJLQWRVHFRQG\HDU¶WKDQZRUU\LQJDERXWWKHGLVWDQWIXWXUH$QG




I know I am obviously going into health care, but I was also very interested in 
businesses and I wanna go into something bigger businesses, like on the side 
have my own business. (Deqa, 21, university student, female) 
 
In the foregoing I have drawn on the accounts of young people early in their post-16 
stage and by doing so, , KDYH HPSKDVLVHG WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI WKH UROH RI µDJH¶ LQ WKH
construction of their choice biography. An exception to this is the case of Deqa, whose 
account shows that contingency planning is not necessarily defined by age. She draws 
RQWKHLQGLYLGXDOLVWLFGLVFRXUVHRIEODPLQJRQO\KHUVHOIµLIRQO\,ZRUNHGDELWKDUGHU¶
for any mishaps. Despite the fact that she is embedded in an extended family 
relationship and she follows in the footsteps of an older sister who completed a degree 
on the same course, she still thinks that this choice was her own decision. For example, 
her sister is a radiotherapist and when asked about the role of her sister in her choice 
making, Deqa states: 
I think it helped because it is someone giving me a bit of advice as well, but I 
think either way whatever I would have done like when I thought about it 
probably I would have wanted to have done something in the health care. So it 
FRXOG¶YH EHHQ DQ\ RI WKHP ,W FRXOG have been occupational therapy or 
physiotherapy. (Deqa, 21, university student, female) 
 
Like the majority of young people, Deqa speaks in terms of an individualisation 
discourse, whereby her account supports the view that personal experience is an 
important determinant in the construction of career identities. A third characteristic of 
this group is that their expectations are not as lofty as the idealist choosers. It is 
understandable, then, that contingent choosers prefer to postpone their career planning. 





with a complex nexus of interrelated factors of which age, social background, 
information and experience are key. Contingent choosers tend to be younger respondents 
still LQ WKH HGXFDWLRQ SURFHVV EHFDXVH µEHLQJ LQ HGXFDWLRQ¶ LVZKDW WDONLQJ LQ WHUPV RI
µFRQWLQJHQFLHV¶ HQWDLOV +RZHYHU D FRQWLQJHQF\ VWUDWHJ\ QRW RQO\ UHIOHFWV D ODFN RI
necessary life experiences to understand the complexities of contextual factors that 
eventually determine educational outcomes; it also involves managing the risks and 
uncertainties of career planning. As Staff et al. (2010: 3) argue, to have no clearly 
defined career plan offers young people the advantage of being flexible and responding 
to the changing context of opportunities.  
 
Ball et al. (2002), in their study of how ethnic minority students go about higher 
education choices, GLIIHUHQWLDWHµFRQWLQJHQWFKRRVHUV¶DQGµHPEHGGHGFKRRVHUV¶EDVLQJ
their distinction on the socioeconomic background of the students. For Ball et al. (2002: 
FRQWLQJHQWFKRRVHUVDUHµW\SLFDOO\ILUVWJHQHUDWLRQDSSOLFDQWVWRKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQ¶
whose aspiration is not static, but is kept open, being determined by the outcomes of 
their efforts. To some extent, the strategy of µNHHSLQJRSWLRQVRSHQ¶ UHVHPEOHVBall et 
al.¶VW\SRORJ\. Elsewhere, %DOOHWDOIRXQGWKDW\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHVIRUSRVW-
16 pathways are contingent upon their evolving lived experiences. Career planning 
requires serious engagement, but for most young people still early in their education, this 
does not play a central part in their lives. Some consciously decide not to conform to the 
QRUPDWLYHH[SHFWDWLRQVRIVRFLHW\EXWUDWKHUDGRSWDQDWWLWXGHRIµ,¶OOVHHKRZLWJRHV¶
It is arguably the case that in late modernity young people strive, and are expected, to 
FRQVWUXFWWKHLURZQµLQGLYLGXDOFKRLFHELRJUDSKLHV¶5XGG<HWWKHPHUHIDFWWKDW
inequalities continue to persist along racial and social lines problematises how $,)+'"$6 
agents actually are. In this regard Furlong and Cartmel note: 
 
[S]ubjectively young people are forced to reflexively negotiate a complex set of 
routes into the labour market and, in doing so, develop a sense that they alone are 
responsible for their labour market outcomes. (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997: 39) 
,IWKH\RXQJSHUVRQ¶VSUHIHUHQFHVGLIIHUIURPKLVRUKHUSDUHQWV¶LGHDOVDWHQVLRQDULVHV
EHWZHHQ WKH\RXQJSHUVRQ¶VGHVLUH WR OLYHRXWKLVRUKHUDPELWLRQVDQG the pressure to 
conform to parental expectations. Understood in this context, the parental role, then, 
poses critical questions about the extent to which conforming young people are agential 





µFRQIRUPLVWV¶ UHVSRQd, although to different degrees, to parental expectations. In other 
words, the pro-education attitudes received through intergenerational relationships, 
ZKLFKLQIRUPFRQIRUPLQJ\RXQJSHRSOH¶VDFWLRQVDQGFKRLFHVDUHQRWDVDJHQWLDODVWKH\
appear to be at first sight DQG SUHFLVHO\ EHFDXVH RI WKLV LW LV OLNHO\ WKDW µUHFHLYHG
DWWLWXGHV¶ VXIIHU LQKHUHQW VKRUWFRPLQJV 0RVW VFKRRO-aged young people report that 
further consolidation of their post-16 plans is contingent on their exam grades. Such a 
contingency indicates not only the tentative nature of their plans, but also the 
discrepancy between their individual aspirations based on ability and the transferred 
expectation of their parents. 
The emergence of contingency planning could be explained in the context of discourses 
of individualisation. Individual responsibility is an important value promoted by schools 
(Furlong and Cartmel, 1997), whereby actions must be owned, even when significantly 
mediated through socialisation and interaction with significant others. In late modernity 
individuals increasingly choose their individual biographies (Evans, 2002), but indeed 
the properties of these biographies are in part internalised influences from others. What 
young people perceive as personal preferences are the product of interaction with others, 
for how they recognise opportunities, appreciate and value them is bound up with their 
immediate social world (Bourdieu, 1984). For example, parents play a significant role in 
WKH FRQVWUXFWLRQ RI SHUVSHFWLYHV DOWKRXJK DV %RXUGLHX DUJXHV µWKH\ PHUHO\ UHLQIRUFH
dispositions imposed by the objective conditions¶ (p. 381). Clearly, socialisation and 
interaction shape the formation of ideas.  
7.4 Immediacy of the present 
Another important distinction between the two groups is that while idealistic choosers 
are driven by thoughts about their imagined and desired future career destinations and 
therefore show strong agency, contingent choosers are driven by exam grades and are 
less enthusiastic in their plans, because their choices relate to diverse career routes 
involving vague preferences. Consequently, they experiment with choices by adopting a 
cautious attitude towards their futures, remaining flexible and choosing not to commit 
themselves prematurely to any career pathways, thus keeping their options largely open.  
When I left college we had to start picking our degree what we wanted to do for 
UCAS. They gave us a deadline to pick what we wanted to pick and start 
applying for the universities. So I just had to find something I like to pick before 






It would appear that their cautious attitude could also be seen as a reflection of their 
awareness of the changing nature of aspirations. That is, although young people like 
Basra share with the idealistic choosers the optimistic attitude towards their futures as 
discussed in the previous chapter, where they differ from the latter group is that when 
confronted with critical decision moments they are more concerned about the pressure 
DQG µLPPHGLDF\¶ (OVWHU   RI GHILQLQJ µIDWHIXO PRPHQWV¶ VXFK DV FKRRVLQJ
*&6( RSWLRQV RU PHHWLQJ 8&$6 DSSOLFDWLRQ GHDGOLQHV LH µZKHQ FKRLFHV FU\VWDOOLVH
LQWRGHFLVLRQV¶)RVNHWKDQG Hesketh, 1997: 303). 
 
Well, I had some friends that done it in college so they used to talk to me about it 
DQGPDLQO\ WKHUHVW LW IURPPHFRVZKHQ , ILQLVKHGFROOHJH ,GLGQ¶WNQRZZKDW
degree to pick. It was sort of a last minuWHWKLQJ,MXVWGLGQ¶WKDYH a clue what I 
wanted to focus on at university. So I just read a bit about each degree they had 
going on at university. (Basra, 21, university student, female) 
 
Postponement of career decision-making does not necessarily occur out of lack of 
interest, but can be strategic, in part, because contingent choosers anticipate that 
DVSLUDWLRQV DUH XQGHUSLQQHGE\ µLQWHUHVW¶ZKLFK WKH\ µJURZRXW RI OLNLQJ¶ )RU RWKHUV
career planning fails to go very far into the future not only because they lack the 
necessary socialisation or intergenerational guidance to facilitate the formation of ideas 
about their futures, but also because they tend to underplay the urgency of having to 
make plans for the future. As a result, plans for the future are simply left to the future, 
and there is an expectation that their tentative career aspirations in the words of Hibo 
µPLJKWMXVWZRUNRXW¶+RZHYHUQRWWRKDYHDFOHDUO\GHILQHGFDUHHUSODQGRHVQRWPHDQ
to lack ambition since there is a limit to what young people can anticipate in relation to 
their future career (Foskett and Hemsley-Brown, 1999: 239). What this means is that for 
some young people thinking in terms of contingencies is the most reasonable option to 
adopt, because of their limited horizons for action; they cannot adequately assess the 
implications of their choices for future actions. The range of career opportunities in the 
job market is unknown to most of them; they are driven by the pleasure of µdoing what 
they enjoy doing¶ DV UHIOHFWHG IRU H[DPSOH LQ +LER¶V FRPPHQts: µ, UHDOO\ OLNH






7KH LURQ\ LV WKDW HYHQ WKRXJK +LER UDWLRQDOLVHV µGRLQJ MRXUQDOLVP¶ DV WKH SXUVXLW RI
furthering her career, she suspects it offers no tangible employment prospects. She 
aspires to train as a journalist; she has noted the mismatch between personal interest and 
employability. She acknowledges that employment prospects in journalism are limited in 
comparison to nursing, and yet consciously chooses it becauVHµREYLRXVO\\RXKDYH WR
OLNH WKH VXEMHFW¶ DQG UHGXFHV D FDUHHU LQ QXUVLQJ WR D FRQWLQJHQF\ SODQ µLI WKDW
>MRXUQDOLVP@ GLGQ¶W ZRUN RXt¶ 7KH QRWLRQ RI µLQWHUHVW¶ DV D NH\ PRWLYH IRU PDQ\
contingent choosers involves temporal dimensions. That is, contingent choosers can 
µJURZRXWRIOLNLQJLW¶DQGLQYRNHQHZµLQWHUHVW¶WRJLYHPHDQLQJWRWKHLUHYROYLQJFDUHHU
biographies. For most young people like Hibo, interest-driven choices in relation to 
educational pathways are not necessarily linked with any specific career pathway in 
PLQG EXW UDWKHU UHIOHFW RQH¶V OLIH VWDJH 7KH WHPSRUDOLW\ RI µLQWHUHVW-GULYHQ FKRLFH¶
meanV WKDW LQWHUHVW ORVHV LWV UHOHYDQFH IRU \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V HGXFDWLRQDO RXWFRPH DQG
LQVWHDGµRSSRUWXQLW\¶EHFRPHVDNH\GHILQHU,QGLYLGXDOVXEMHFWLYity and limited views of 
the likely outcomes mediate their choices. 
I wanna work part-time just to get experience in the tourism sector so that when I 
leave university I have that experience. It will help me in getting a job. Just right 
now I am looking at possible career moves, jobs I wanna get when I finish 
university and start looking it. Right now « thinking of what I wanna do 
Immigration Officer is one of them, also air traffic control, tourism in the airline 
industry, just them at the moment what I am thinking about, but obviously there 
is other stuff I would like to do as well. (Basra, 21, university student, female) 
 
Furthermore, most young people, whether driven by immigrant optimism, or adolescent 
optimism or whether they are undecided about their futures, are driven by passion and 
interest in the subjects they choose. That said, interest on its own cannot be considered 
DVUHIOHFWLQJ\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFRQWLQJHQWSODQQLQJIRUZKDWKDVDQLPSDFWLVWKHLUDJHQF\
In the case of contingent choosers, like Hibo and Basra, their agency is imbued with 
µPRGHVW\LQH[SHFWDWLRQV¶7KHLUQDUUDWLYHs show that they have done some groundwork 
in relation to their futures, but are driven by tentative education plans and by their 
instrumental approach to their subject choices, i.e. to get the required grades.  
[B]ecause the more GCSEs you have, the easier it is gonna be for you to be 
DFFHSWHGE\RWKHUVFKRROV<RXNQRZ\RX¶YHFRYHUHGHYHU\WKLQJDOO WRSLFVDOO





+LERDQG%DVUD¶VFRQstruction of their career identities seems to change with their social 
UHODWLRQVKLSV ZKHUHE\ WKH\ WDNH RQ ERDUG DGYLFH IURP µVLJQLILFDQW RWKHUV¶ LQFOXGLQJ
family, friends, and professionals as and when it comes. Overall, the construction of 
their learner identities resonates with conformity and working hard and in contrast to 
Kaysar and Nasir, their learner identities can be described as strongly pro-education. In 
this respect, they show some similarities to idealistic choosers, but where they differ 
from the latter group is with regard to the tentativeness and modesty characteristic of 
their choice biographies and I would suggest that these characteristics are related to their 
age, agency, experience and the information available to them. For although these young 
SHRSOHPD\ µDLP KLJK¶ LQ WKHLU H[SHFWDWLRQV WKH\ VKRZPRGHVW\ LQ WKHLU DJHQF\ DQG
reluctance to express positively their expected educational plans. That is, their agency is 
limited to claiming ownership of what is transmitted to them through teacher and family 
relationships. Despite their both being confident in their academic capabilities, they state 
WKHLUDFKLHYHPHQWVPRGHVWO\DVµMXVWDOULJKW¶DQGVLPLODUO\DOVRWKHLUDJHQF\ In addition 
WR µLQWHUHVW LQ WKHVXEMHFW¶ZKLFK ,DUJXH LVVKRUW-term oriented, the subject choices of 
young people in this category are informed by an instrumental rationality not in the 
sense of long term career plans, but in terms of immediate expected or required grades. 
Moreover, contingent choosers adjust their career aspirations as they progress in the 
education process, hoping to choose pathways that are more in tune with their longer 
term plans. However, the irony of this strategy is that, despite the changing nature of the 
choice-making process, contingent choosers do not take into account the implications of 
their choices for future ones, which bears witness to the fact that their interest-driven 
choices merely represent an enactment of tentative career aspirations. Katz and Martin 
(1962: 149) emphasise that career choice-PDNLQJ LV D SURFHVV WKDW LV µODUJHO\
LUUHYHUVLEOH¶ LH WKDW GHFLVLRQV WDNHQ DW NH\ µIDWHIXO PRPHQWV¶ DERXW HGXFDWLRQDO
pathways can be permanently consequential (Giddens, 1991: 142). According to 
Devadason:  
Fateful moments are not simply the standard transitions towards adulthood that 
govern the direction of the life course, but any number of events of biological 
VLJQLILFDQFHZKLFKKDYH ODVWLQJLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUDQLQGLYLGXDO¶V LGHQWLW\DVZHOO
as their circumstances. (Devadason, 2007: 204) 
Another theme in the accounts of contingent choosers is that they do not seek out 
strategic information to help get ahead with their career planning, as shown by the more 





include µZRUNLQJ KDUG¶ DQG µUHOXFWDQFH WR FRPPLW WRRPXFK¶ 7KDW LV LQWHUHVW-driven 
contingencies are more concerned with the immediacy of passion, and do not necessarily 
have significance for longer term career planning. Instead, what contingency planning 
shows is that the construction of career identity is an evolving process, and that 
H[SHFWDWLRQVDQGDVSLUDWLRQVDUHSDWWHUQHGDQG URXWLQLVHGE\ µWXUQLQJSRLQWV¶ FKRRVLQJ
GCSE options or choosing a post-16 educational pathway, or meeting UCAS application 
deadlines and intervening exam results). So, while choosing subjects can be driven by 
instrumental motives, such as expected grades, or mediated by influences from parents, 
professionals and peers, when constructing their learner and career identities, contingent 
choosers remain open to eventualities. Unless pressed to explain how their immediate 
subject choices cohere with their longer term career aspirations, young people in this 
category do not talk about the primacy of choice-making, but about its urgency. 
7.5 Conclusion  
In this chapter I have discussed the stories of young people whose accounts resonate 
with periods of uncertainty in the sense that they have no clearly defined career plans. I 
have suggested that their choice biographies are sometimes mediated by uncertainties in 
response to which they keep their options open. I have suggested that parents have some 
role to play in the emergence of these contingency strategies. They play a crucial role in 
this process, but their role is problematised in that instead of helping their children 
instrumentally navigate through the education system, they tend to unduly push their 
children forward without critical engagement with the prevailing opportunity structures. 
Contingency planning also shows that despite the rhetoric that educational and career 
choice-making appears to be µDRQFHDQGIRUDOOGHFLVLRQ¶it does not progress in a linear 






Chapter 8: Contextual Choosers 
8.1 Introduction 
Two overarching themes emerge from the previous two chapters. The first is the 
overwhelmingly pro-education attitude of the research participants and the second is that 
this positive attitude can be understood within the context of limited family cultural 
capital as a consequence of which Somali families struggle to affect the educational 
outcomes of their children. This chapter extends these themes by looking into how a 
third group of young people construct their choice biographies. I argue that with 
maturation young people become more nuanced, reflective and realistic in their 
expectations and opportunity-based in their outlook. The accounts of the young people I 
discuss in this chapter, those of contextual choosers, reveal that for them career choice-
making begins to take a concrete shape after their first experiences with the opportunity 
structures. The narratives of these choosers show that realistic choice-making is shaped 
by the experiences of the employment market mediated by and often coinciding with 
obtaining a university qualification, or trying to find work without one. New experiences 
transform old expectations (Giddens, 1991), which gives rise to two responses: 
VXVSHQGLQJ IXWXUHV RU DGMXVWLQJ µFDSDELOLWLHV WR SUREDELOLWLHV¶ %RXUGLHX  E\
embarking on new trajectories. For the discussion, I draw on the accounts of Anisa, 
Amina, Choukri, Badr, Adam, Abdirahman, Khadar, Jamal and Sahra. What these young 
people have in common is that they all have had experiences of the employment market, 
although to varying degrees. Some have completed a degree course, whilst others 
stopped their education after attending further education and one young person has had 
no formal education at all.  
8.2 Future hanging in the balance 
Aspirations do not necessarily always match abilities. For a variety of reasons, most of 
the young people discussed in this chapter were either employed in jobs with no 
prospects, or were not in education and had their hopes for the future hanging in the 
balance, thus having to adjust their aspirations. For example in the case of Jamal the first 
hurdle to his aspirations was that he did not qualify for his aspired educational and 
career pathway because of disappointing A-level grades:  
[W]hen I was doing my A-OHYHOV,GLGQ¶WNQRZH[DFWO\ZKDW ,ZRXOGVWXG\« I 
ZDVJRRGLQVXEMHFWVEXW,FRXOGQ¶WVD\OLNHµ,DPJRQQDVWXG\SK\VLFVZKLOH,





WKLQNLQJ µDOULJKW QRZ , KDYH WKH TXDOLILFDtions to go to university what am I 
JRQQDVWXG\"¶-DPDOXQHPSOR\HGPDOH 
Exam grades present young people with an opportunity to review their aspirations and 
reconcile them with what is realistically possible. In response to these hurdles, some 
become cautious and avoid committing themselves any longer to any course of action. 
'HVSLWH SRVLWLYH HDUO\ H[SHULHQFHV -DPDO¶V SURJUHVVLRQ LQ HGXFDWLRQ IDOWHUHG DQG KLV
plans for the future were prematurely disrupted by a combination of obstacles: he 
exhausted his learner identity, lost interest in the subject of science and was faced with 
ILQDQFLDO GLIILFXOWLHVZKLFKZHUH H[DFHUEDWHG E\ RWKHU µSHUVRQDO FLUFXPVWDQFHV¶ /LNH
the contingency choosers discussed earlier, contextual choosers are cautious, but their 
cautiousness is more a response to real life experience of the labour market than an 
enjoyment of the present and the avoidance of un unknown future.  
When I was newly arrived I had many hopes, but when I got to know things, I 
experienced subtle discrimination. For example if you want to apply for work 
they are more interested in what they benefit from you. They try to waste your 
time in education and mess up your university ambitions. (Badr, 23, unemployed, 
male) 
I interviewed Badr with Aboukar (23) and Mahdi (22), who at the time I interviewed 
them were both new arrivals in the UK and whose story contained the immigrant 
optimism discussed in Chapter 6, )RUH[DPSOH0DKGL¶VLQLWLDOH[SHULHQFHLQWKH8.LV
SRVLWLYH µ, KDYH VR IDU QRW H[SHULHQFHG DQ\ SUREOHPV¶ +H H[SHFWV WR VWDUW VWXG\LQJ
(QJOLVKYHU\VRRQ$OWKRXJKKHDGPLWVµLWLVWRRHDUO\IRUPHWRFRPPHQWRQOLIHLQWKH
8.¶KHUHPDLQVRSWLPLVWLFDERXWKLVIXWXUHKHUHEHFDXVHLQKLVYLHZWKHUHDOLVDWLRQRI
personal objectives very much depends on individual efforts and motivation and he is 
confident he is not in short supply of these attributes. Like Aboukar, Mahdi recognises 
the existence of structural barriers, but in his view, again, these can be overcome by 
perseverance, motivation and hard work. Commenting on the views of Aboukar and 
0DKGL%DGUVD\VµWKH\DUHDPELWLRXVEHFDXVHWKH\DUHQHZ,ZDVDPELWLRXVWRRZKHQ,
first arrived here¶. For him, the expectations of the newcomers are simply illusionary, 
because beneath the veil of perceived equality of opportunities loom trenchant 
inequalities and hidden barriers. He sees the problem with the newcomers as the pure 
innocent belief that the realisation of their wishes is merely one of sheer individual effort 
DQG PRWLYDWLRQ %DGU¶V LQLWLDO SRVLWLYe attitude and his dreams appear to have now 





discrimination¶ both in education and in employment and has lost faith in these 
institutions and shared that he was considering leaving the UK, although he had no 
concrete immediate plan in terms of for which country and when. He goes on to raise 
concerns about the fate of the Somali young peopleµ7KHPDMRULW\RIWKRVHZKRDUHERUQ
here are in some way involved in the juvenile justice system¶ 
I think they can get something out of education and they, particularly the 
diaspora-born, will be able to get into the political system here. Like last year 
ORFDOHOHFWLRQVWKHUHZHUHWKUHH\RXQJ6RPDOLFDQGLGDWHVWREHFRPH03V,GRQ¶W
think we have political representation in the parliament like the Asian 
community, but I still think that in the coming ten years I have high hopes for 
those who want to remain in this country. (Badr, 23, unemployed, male) 
It is interesting to observe that Badr, in his use of the phrase µ, KDYH KLJK KRSHV¶
FRQWLQXHVWRHPEUDFHKLVµJHQHUDOLVHGRSWLPLVP¶ZKHQLWFRPHVWRWKHIXWXUH\HWIHHOV
stuck in the present. Similar H[SHULHQFHV RI µIHHOLQJ VWXFN¶ µQRW NQRZLQJZKDW WR GR
QH[W¶DQGµUHVLJQDWLRQ¶UXQWKURXJKWKHDFFRXQts of some other young people like Anisa 
(a 23-year-old graduate job seeker), who had completed a degree in accounting and 
ILQDQFH,QDIHZFDVHVSDUWRIµEHLQJVWXFN¶LVDSHUVRQDOFKRLFHEXWLQWKHFDVHRIPRVW
of the young people who had a positive experience of their early schooling, these 
positive experiences have been undone by negative experiences of the employment 
market that have led many of them to feel this way. 
I picked the subject in college and plus I got keen on it cos my cousin was like in 
an accounting firm and she is an accountant now. So I just got interested through 
that. (Anisa, 23, graduate job seeker, female) 
 
%DWHVDUJXHVWKDWµUHDOLVWLFFDUHHUSODQVDUHRQO\PDGHZKHQHQWU\LQWRWKHODERXUPDUNHW
EHFRPHV LPPLQHQW¶ %DWHV  . However, according to Furlong and Cartmel 
µWKHSROLWLFVRIVHOI-actualisation is unlikely to thrive in an economic context 
characterised by uncertainty and high unemployment¶!For example, in the case of Anisa 
it was after she had completed her studies and had a brief experience at an accounting 
ILUPWKDWVKHUHDOLVHGZKDWWKHUHTXLUHPHQWVZHUHWRTXDOLI\DVDQDFFRXQWDQWµ,WWDNHVD
FRXSOHRI\HDUV WREHFRPHDQDFFRXQWDQWDQG ,ZDVQ¶W OLNHZLOOLQJ WREHFRPHVWUHVVIXO






%HFDXVH LW LV OLNH , GRQ¶W NQRZ LW LV OLNH D GRFWRU LQQLW" ,W WDNHV D FRXSOH RI
\HDUV%\WKHWLPH,ILQLVK,¶OOEHOLNHWKLUW\WREHFRPHDQDFFRXQWDQW6R, MXVW
did it because I liked the subject. (Anisa, 23, graduate job seeker, female) 
 
The stories of the contextual choosers illustrate that transition from education to 
employment is much more subtle and complex than can be achieved through mere 
interest or effort. For the majority of the young people, concrete career planning 
informed by the opportunities available often take shape after gaining qualifications, for 
WKLVLVZKHQWKH\VWDUWWRVHULRXVO\WKLQNRIµZKDWWRGRQH[W¶1RWRQO\GRHVRSSRUWXQLW\-
driven choice replace interest-driven aspirations, but more importantly, the effects of 
contextual factors take on a different meaning for these young people. Responding to 
structural inequalities, some become apathetic and critical of inequalities of 
opportunities, seriously question their position in the UK, begin to wonder about their 
LGHQWLW\DQGVHHWKHLUHWKQLFLW\ZLWKLQWKHµ('#)*"+,¶GLVFRXUVH7KHVH\RXQJSHRSOHKDYH
µH[KDXVWHG WKHLU OHDUQHU LGHQWLWLHV¶ %DOO HW DO   ,W LV FOHDU IURP $QLVD¶V
account thaWKHUµVXEMHFWLYHDVSLUDWLRQV¶GLGQRWPHHWSUHYDLOLQJµREMHFWLYHSUREDELOLWLHV¶
(Bourdieu, 1977: 77). In response to barriers to employment, contextual choosers like 
her may decide to change direction, but they remain unsure about the next steps. At the 
time of the interview, Anisa, who had a business studies degree, had an unskilled job 
with no career prospects in a Tesco store and was considering teaching, but was putting 




of, financial commitments she will be unable to raise, time commitments she cannot 
afford, and personal values she is not prepared to compromise by taking up an interest-
EDVHG ORDQ ZKLFK 0XVOLPV RIWHQ VHH DV DQ µXQ-,VODPLF¶ SUDFWLFH *LYHQ WKDW WKHVH
REVWDFOHV DUH GLIILFXOW WR DYRLG VKH KDV VXVSHQGHG KHU IXWXUH µ, DP MXVW figuring out 
ZKDW , ZDQW WR GR¶ &RQVFLRXVO\ \RXQJ SHRSOH OLNH KHU UXOH RXW FHUWDLQ FDUHHU
WUDMHFWRULHVOLNHEDQNLQJµ/LNHRWKHUSDUWRIPH,GLGZDQWWRJRLQWREDQNLQJEXW,KHDUG
OLNHEDQNLQJLVQRWJRRGEHFDXVHRIWKHLQWHUHVWDQGDOOWKDW¶7KHLQYRcation of faith to 
MXVWLI\ WKH UXOLQJ RXW RI FHUWDLQ RSWLRQV DV µQRW IRU WKH OLNHV RI PH¶ %RXUGLHX DQG
Passeron, 1977: 157) could be interpreted as a way of compensating for missing out on 
RSSRUWXQLWLHV7KHWKHPHRIµIHHOLQJVWXFN¶LQWKHDERYHH[DPSOHV is a manifestation of 





realistic in their self-DVVHVVPHQWEXW LWFDQDOVR OHDG WKHPWR WDNHD µIDWDOLVWLFDWWLWXGH¶
WRZDUGV WKH IXWXUH %DOO HW DO   LH µRQe of resigned acceptance that events 
VKRXOGEHDOORZHGWRWDNHWKHLUFRXUVH¶*LGGHQVZKHUHOHDUQHULGHQWLWLHVDUH
GHQWHG DQG UHVSRQVHV DUH LQGLFDWLYH RI µDQ DEVHQFH RI DJHQF\¶ Thomson et al., 2002: 
342). This is particularly the case with Adam who resigns himself to seeking an 
explanation for his fate in his lack of luck: 
 
7KHIXWXUHLVQRWLQP\KDQGV,WLVLQ*RG¶V,FDQSODQWKHIXWXUHEXWLWFDQWXUQ
out to be the other way around. Sometimes if you got luck on your side, you will 
VXFFHHGDQ\ZD\\RXZDQWEXWDV ,VDLG WKHIXWXUH LVQRW LQP\KDQGV ,¶PMXVW
gonna wait and see how it goes. (Adam, 24, casual worker, male) 
 
$GDPKDVDFFHSWHGDOLIHZLWKRXWHGXFDWLRQ)URPKLVDFFRXQWµIDPLO\SURFHVVHV¶SHHU
pressure and life in the public care system seem to have contributed to his experiences of 
lack of education and involvement in negative youth subcultures. He explains his lack of 
engagement with the education process mainly in terms of lack of family support and is 
YHU\FULWLFDORIWKHUROHRIIRVWHULQJµ,I,ZDVDIRVWHUFDUHDQGDVRFLDOZRUNHU>EURXJKW@
PH >D@\RXQJSHUVRQ  ,¶G WU\P\EHVW WRKHOS WKDWSHUVRQVXFFHHG LQ OLIH \RXNQRZ
VKRZ KLP WKH VWXII WKDW KH GRHVQ¶W NQRZ« , QHYHU XVHG WR JHW WKDW \RX NQRZ¶His 
LQLWLDO HQWKXVLDVP H[SUHVVHG LQ KLV H[FLWHPHQW DERXW µgoing to England¶ KDV VXEVLGHG
because of the experiences he has had since:  
 
,GLGQ¶WNQRZZKDWLWZLOOEHZKHQ,DUULYHGKHUHZKHUH,DPJRQQDVWDUWIURP
what I am gonna do. If you know the system over [here], then you know where 
\RX¶UHJRLQJZKDW\RXGRLQJEXWLI\RXGRQ¶WNQRZLWLVFRQIXVLQJLVQ¶WLW",WLV
really confusing. I arrived here young and experienced a lot at a young age, in 
Somalia as well, I grew up in the civil war. It was really hard either way. (Adam, 
24, casual worker, male) 
 
Contextual influences in the case of Adam have come from the fact that he was exposed 
to negative peer experiences and a lack of parental guidance. Thus, it can be seen that a 
strategy of suspending the future can come as a result of shattered immigrant optimism 
EURXJKWE\FRQWH[WXDOIDFWRUVVXFKDVµJHWWLQJLQZLWKDEDGFURZG¶,QPRVWRIWKHFDVHV
GLVFXVVHG VR IDU WKH UROH RI QHJDWLYH SHHU LQIOXHQFHVZDV QRW VLJQLILFDQW EXW$GDP¶V





arriving in the UK as an unaccompanied minor seeking asylum. His dreams have been 
shattered because in his words: 
 
[M]eeting the wrong crowd you know, being on your own, \RXGRQ¶WNQRZZKDW
to focus on and once you mix with drugs and stuff as well it is not easy at all. 
(Adam, 24, casual worker, male) 
 
Opportunity structures can have effects similar to grades, capabilities and peer 
influences in that they dwarf the unbounded immigrant or age-related optimism. As far 
back as 1976, Bowles and Gintis pointed out that young people re-adjust their 
aspirations in the face of the reality of opportunity inequalities (Bowles and Gintis, 
1976: 128). More recently, Roberts (2009: 356) notes that despite the role that individual 
agency can play in determining career destinations, available positions are limited, with 
the irony being that readjustments only reinforce the reproduction of existing 
inequalities. Confronted with the realities of structural inequalities, young people 
become overwhelmed by the realisation of the limitations of their individual agency and 
they increasingly lose confidence in the meritocratic values of education.  
 
What the accounts of these young people show is that structural factors of social 
LQHTXDOLWLHVFDVWDORQJWKHOLQHVRIµUDFH¶VRFLDORULJLQDQGFODVVFRQWLQXHWRGHWHUPLQH
the life-chances of young people from immigrant backgrounds. That is, these parameters 
continue to be a constitutive part of the social exclusion processes that drive young 
people from these communities away from mainstream channels of employment and into 
deprivation; even those with positive experiences of early schooling wake up to the 
impact of structural inequalities on their life chances. While a lack of qualifications 
means the absence of access to career opportunities, obtaining them does not necessarily 
entail automatic access to the employment ladder, because poor outcomes for young 
people from ethnic minority communities are WKHUHVXOWRIµKLVWRULFUDFLVPDQGSUHMXGLFH
DJDLQVW WKHVH JURXSV¶ *LOOERUQ   Moreover, for some young people 
contextual factors alienate them from more mainstream activities and hence they are 
GULYHQ LQWR \RXWK VXEFXOWXUHV $GDP¶V H[SHULHQFH Vhows that lack of education 
forecloses many opportunities, for unlike those with qualifications, he knows that his 






I work in a warehouse, but sometimes they send us to different places or ask us to 
do things they choose who they want to do whatever they want. That is what I do 
really. (Adam, 24, casual worker, male) 
 
For some young people gaining a qualification seems to be an end in itself, not only 
because lacking one is considered as an open door to unemployment, but also because it 
LV LQ LWVHOI DQ DFKLHYHPHQW ,Q IDFW JDLQLQJ D TXDOLILFDWLRQ LV D µULWH RI SDVVDJH¶
associated with escaping from the trap of unemployment or underemployment, but 
having a qualification does not -)*.&) LPSURYH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKDQFHVRIDFFHVVLQJWKH
anticipated careers and in any case: µDGHJUHHLVWKHPLQLPXPUHTXLUHPHQWDQGLWUHDOO\LV
QRW PRUH WKDQ WKDW¶ %DWHV   DUJXHV WKDW ZKLOH \RXQJ SHRSOH JR WKURXJK
complex processes of building their biographies and adjusting these as they progress 
WKURXJK OLIH µWKH EDVLF SDUDPHWHUV RI FKRLFH DUH VHW E\ WKH ODERXUPDUNHW FRQGLWLRQV¶
(Bates, 1993: 25). Hence, adjustment to the prevailing situation becomes necessary, yet 
as Gillborn (1990: 114) observeVµWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIHGXFDWLRQDOFHUWLILFDWLRQIRUHWKQLF
minority pupils should not be minimised, because without qualifications access to 
HPSOR\PHQWPD\QRWHYHQEHDSRVVLELOLW\¶ 
 
In response to these differences in aspiration/outcome, graduates and twenty plussers 
start to renegotiate their aspirations by toning down their lofty expectations and their 
firm belief in the role of individual agency. These expectations and the tendency to write 
RQH¶V RZQELRJUDSK\ HDUO\ LQ OLIH IUXVWUDWH DVSLUDWLRQ ODWHUon; a situation which leads 
many to put their futures on hold by avoiding making any further commitments. The 
implications of poor educational outcomes, then, not only lead to young people to losing 
faith in the fairness of educational and employment opportunities, but also in the 
meritocracy and the social mobility assumptions that this embodies. Ball et al., in their 
study of the post-16 experiences of a group of young people, argue that for these young 
SHRSOH OHDUQLQJ FRXOG EH µD QHFHVVLW\ IRU DFKLHYLQJ VRPH NLQG RI IXWXUH¶ %DOO HW DO
DQGWKDWµWKHUHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQOHDUQLQJDQGWKHVHOIDUHXWLOLWDULDQUDWKHU
WKDQ DIILUPDWRU\¶ S  $GDP¶V SODQV LQFOXGHG ZKDW HYHU\ LPPLJUDQW ZDQWV WR
achieve: 
 
To support my family, really, that was my plan. All my family [is] in Somalia 
back home. I got a lot of brothers and sisters. My dad got married to four wives. 





Intentionally, for me I wanted to go to education, go to school and when I 
finished school go to college and after that uni, but you know it did not happen ... 
(Adam, 24, casual worker, male) 
 
$GDP¶V H[SHULHQFHV UHVRQDWHZLWK WKRVH RI VRPHRI WKH \RXQJSHRSOH SDUWLFLSDWLQJ LQ
%DOOHWDO¶VVWXG\%DOOHWDO, found that some incorporate individual biographies 
DQGµRSSRUWXQLW\VWUXFWXUHV¶WRDFFRXQWIRUWKHIUDJPHQWHGQDWXUHRIWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRI
their learner and career identities. Moreover, they take for granted that gaining 
qualifications guarantees employPHQW$VFDQEH VHHQ IURP$GDP¶V FDVHXQGHU WKHVH
circumstances the link between education and the labour market is absent, perhaps 
because of the lack of instrumental engagement with the education process at the family 
level, as discussed above. Key turning points of transition define these shifts and at each 
crossroads the young people develop new ways of understanding their situation. 
However, these shifts have temporal and spatial dimensions which are closely 
interlinked with the parameters of age, identity and belonging. Depending on their 
positioning in relation to these parameters, young people readjust their aspirations in the 
face of the reality of structural inequalities. They do so because they become aware of 
the implications of their prior choices for their employment opportunities, and of the 
workings of the employment market. In addition, with maturation the role of agency as 
the main driver of aspirations loses its motivating force, because young people start to 
realise that their educational outcomes are in the end constrained by an unfavourable 
youth employment market. Consequently, they respond to aspiration/outcome 
discrepancies by downsizing their aspirations to just getting-by. This idea of just getting 
DMREWRµJHW-E\¶ZKLFKLVFKDUDFterised by uncertainties, takes precedence over pursuing 
a desirable career. This shifting strategy means that it is only after gaining qualifications 
when young people become more realistic in their expectations, less enthusiastic in their 




A job, I think, first and foremost everyone wants obviously because everyone 
wants to make money, but obviously everyone would like to have a career. You 
GRQ¶W ZDQW WR EH VWXFN LQ D MRE WKDW \RX GRQ¶W OLNH DQG \RX GRQ¶W JR WKURXJK
university and pay to get a degree just to be stuck in any job that anyone else can 






In her study of working-FODVV JLUOV %DWHV  QRWHG WKDW µLQGLYLGXDO FDSDFLWLHV IRU
adjusting their biographies in the light of labour market constraints played an important 
UROH¶ S  6KH GHVFULEHV KRZ JLUOV JRLQJ LQWR WKH FDULQJ SURIHVVLRQ FRPH WR WHUPV
with it by rewriting their personal biographies in terms of their choices (Bates, 1993: 
25). My data show similar findings. The irony is that such readjustment has further 
consequences for the reproduction of existing inequalities, for the experiences of 
contextual choosers can best be understood within the discourses of equality of 
opportunities. As Furlong (2009: 344) argues, despite the emphasis on the role of the 
individual, which the young people presented in the preceding discussion embody, 
µIRUPV RI FRQVFLRXVQHVV PD\ KDYH FKDQJHG EXW SHRSOH¶V ORFDWLRQV ZLWKLQ SRZHU
VWUXFWXUHV VWLOO VWURQJO\ LPSDFW RQ OLIH FKDQFHV¶ 7KH WUDQVLWLRQ WR WKH ZRUOG RI ZRUN
continues to be an everyday struggle for most young people, even more so for young 
SHRSOHIURPLPPLJUDQWFRPPXQLWLHV:ULWLQJLQ%DWHVDUJXHGWKDWµWKH
hurdles of social background are more difficult to overcome in the context of the current 
tight job market where not only educational credentials but also their underlying social 
and cultural attributes are inevitably invoked into the selection processes¶. This analysis 
is still relevant today and the role of social background in determining life-chances runs 
WKURXJK.KDGDU¶VQDUUDWLYH 
 
[T]hroughout primary school I went through various primary schools. In Year 2 
and 3 I went to one school, and then another school. Then in Year 6 I changed 
school as well as in Year 5. So eventually I got to secondary school. Luckily, I 
went to the same secondary school for five years straight. We even moved areas 
which made it a lot harder in Year 10, but I still decided [to stay in the same 
VFKRRO@ EHFDXVH , GLGQ¶WZDQW WR GLVUXSWP\ HGXFDWLRQ .KDGDU22, university 
gap year student, male) 
 
.KDGDU¶V VWRU\ RI an unstable housing situation in his early years resonates with 
%RXUGLHX¶V UHSURGXFWLRQ WKHVLV LQ WKDW KLV HDUO\ OLIH H[SHULHQFHV RI µPRYLQJ DURXQG¶
seem to have defined his experiences with his schooling. He managed to get into 
university, but started to struggle with his learner identity and decided to take a year out: 
I had come back [from holiday] DQG,GLGQ¶WUHDOO\KDYHWKHPRWLYDWLRQUHTXLUHG









to work full time, help my mum with the bills around the house, but my main one is to 
JHWDFDUIRUWUDQVSRUW¶+LVIXWXUHKDQJVLQWKHEDODQFHLQWKDWKHLVQRZXQGHFLGHG as to 
whether to resume his university degree course, or go into an apprenticeship. He states 
WKDW KH KDV DOUHDG\ DSSOLHG IRU RQH EXW GRHV QRW TXDOLI\ DQG VR KH KDV JLYHQ XS µ,
GLGQ¶WERWKHUFKDVLQJLWXSDQ\PRUH¶:KHQ,LQWHUYLHZHGKLPKLVLPPHGLDWHplan was 
µWR FKDVH XS WKH DSSUHQWLFHVKLS ILUVW DQG IRUHPRVW DQG VHFRQGO\ , VKDOO EH WU\LQJ WR
QHWZRUNZLWKLQZRUN¶+H LV DOVRFRQWHPSODWLQJ WR µJRVWUDLJKW LQWRHQJLQHHULQJ UDWKHU
WKDQWKHDFDGHPLF¶EXWFRQWLQXHVWRKROGGHDUµWKHWKRXJKWRIKDYLQJDGHgree; it gives 
\RXWKDWVWDPSRIDSSURYDO¶ 
 
The underlying reasons for the aspiration/outcome discrepancy are quite complex. This 
discrepancy presents young people with an opportunity to reflect, and researchers with a 
challenge, to explain why differentials in educational outcomes along class, gender and 
ethnicity persist. For young people from ethnic minority groups it is not so much 
FRPSHWLQJZLWKWKHLUSHHUVLQWKHHGXFDWLRQV\VWHPDVµFRPSHWLQJLQWKHODERXUPDUNHW¶
(Dale et al., 2002: 949) that divides the two groups and defines their differential 
educational outcomes. Discrepancies also indicate that although aspiration and 
expectation may drive young people to achieve, the main factors which eventually 
determine educational outcomes are structural and beyond their control. Clearly, Somali 
young people negotiate through an increasingly challenging labour market and do so 
with practically no support from their ethnic minority networks. Such a lack of social 
capital is illustrated in the case of Amina who is ambivalent about her job prospects in 
the law profession being commensurate with her qualification. Indeed, she appears to 
have chosen not to be so concerned about getting into the law profession she is so 
passionate about, and reluctantly accepts that attempts to do so amount to fighting a 
losing battle, because in the: 
 
>/@HJDOVHFWRUPDQ\RIWKHODZ\HUVDUHKRPRJHQRXV«7KH\WHQGWREHIURPD
certain class, they tend to be certain ethnicity and gender as well: predominantly 





community as it is and they will put up barriers and obstacles to prevent other 
people to enter .. So it is a question of how you deal with those obstacles by 
yourself: Networking. I am now starting to realise the importance of making 
LQIRUPDOFRQWDFWV«7KLVKDSSHQVEDFNKRPHDQGZHFDOOLWµQHSRWLVP¶IDYRXULQJ
your cousin, but it happens here and we are not aware that the host communities do 




that educational outcomes are not merely allocated or achieved on a merit basis, because 
LQKHUZRUGVµDGHJUHHLVWKHPLQLPXPUHTXLUHPHQWDQGLWUHDOO\LVQRWPRUHWKDQWKDW¶
+HU H[SODQDWLRQ IRU ZKDW VKH SHUFHLYHV DV µKLJK XQHPSOR\PHQW UDWHV¶ DPRQJ 6RPDOL
JUDGXDWHV UHVRQDWHV ZLWK WKH ODQJXDJH RI VRFLDO FDSLWDO ZKLFK VKH VD\V LV µQRW JLYHQ
IURP RXU KRPHV¶ 7KHUH LV D JHQHUDO DFFeptance that Somali young people are at an 
increased risk of exclusion by the subtle process of alienating mechanisms including 
µ('#)*"+,¶GLVFRXUVHVLQWKHFXUULFXOXPDQGLQSDUWLFXODUXQHTXDORSSRUWXQLW\VWUXFWXUHV. 
In sum, although it would be far-fetched to attribute educational outcomes entirely to the 
social processes emanating from community relations, there is evidence that there is an 
impact at family and community levels.  
 
Young people at risk of exclusion from mainstream activities owing to inequalities in 
RSSRUWXQLW\UHVSRQGLQWZRZD\V7KH\HLWKHUµRZQXS¶WRWKHLUDOLHQDWLRQDVµIDWH¶DQG
µLQGLYLGXDO IDLOXUH¶ RU WKH\ TXHVWLRQ WKH XWLOLW\ RI HGXFDWLRQ DV D VWHSSLQJ VWRQH LQWR
careers and with both these perspectives they re-evaluate their strategies for increasing 
their chances of getting into employment, which takes priority over developing a career. 
As they mature, young people either become frustrated, suspend their hopes and their 
aspirations and become less ambitious or they persevere, using their acquired life 
experiences to adjust their plans. Those with enough perseverance realise that the 
SDUDPHWHUVRIµKDYLQJDSRWHQWLDO¶µLQWHUHVW¶DQGµHIIRUW¶DUHRQO\DVPDOOVXEVHWRIWKH
multitude of the factors that shape their choice biographies, for outcomes and life-
chances are determined by a completely different set of contextual factors. One of the 
main reasons for the suspension of their futures is because aspirations do not always 






8.3 Managing to make it 
Against all the odds some young people manage to make it. This is the case with Sahra 
(25) who is a social worker, Choukri (23) who will soon qualify as a teacher and 
Abdirahman (25) who is a youth worker. These three have managed to get a job they call 
a profession. They have responded to the aspiration/outcome differential by self-
reliance, critical agency, flexibility and networking. They embrace the challenges of 
structural factors; they find ways of negotiating opportunity structures. Those who are 
driven by opportunities, reflexively engage with their aspirations according to the 
available opportunities. Their stories show the role of perseverance in finding a niche 
between their capabilities and their probabilities of getting onto the employment ladder. 
The relatively positive outcomes of this small minority of young people like Sahra, 
Abdirahman and Choukri, are grounded in critical agency, immigrant optimism and a 
GHJUHHRI IOH[LELOLW\7KDW LV DOWKRXJK WKHLUQDUUDWLYHV LQFOXGHHSLVRGHVRI µWKLQking in 
WHUPV RI FRQWLQJHQFLHV¶ DQG DFNQRZOHGJH UHDOLVDWLRQ RI DVSLUDWLRQRXWFRPH
GLVFUHSDQFLHV WKH\ KDYH VWDUWHG WR HQJDJH LQ µOHDUQLQJ VRFLHW\¶ GLVFRXUVHV ZKHUH WKH
IRFXVLVRQµDFRQFHUQZLWKXSVNLOOLQJUHVNLOOLQJDQGODERXUPDUNHWQHHGV¶%DOOHWDl., 
2000: 59).  
I wanted to utilise my degree in some way. So when I looked into social work it 
was not something I ever considered doing. I never wanted to attend anything to 
do with that profession, but when you complete your degree and you are 
unemployed for two months and it is difficult to find something you will consider 
anything worthwhile to apply. I was also getting pressure from my family to get 
DQ\MRE WKH\ZHUHDVNLQJµZK\\RXGRQRWJHWXQVNLOOHGPDQXDO MREZKLOH\RX
wait or work in a call cenWUH«DQGVDYHVRPHPRQH\DQGZDLWXQWLO\RXUEUHDN
FRPHV"¶EXW,ZDVQRWZLOOLQJWRGRWKDW(Sahra, 25, social worker, female) 
!
Career choice can sometimes be serendipitous, but this serendipity is often mediated by 
networking, agency and a certain level of flexibility. During the idealistic and contingent 
VWDJHV\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQRIWKHLUFDUHHULGHQWLWLHVLVQRWQHFHVVDULO\HPEHGGHG
in available employment opportunities as it is more likely to be driven by individual 
dispositions and family influences. Contextual choosers, in contrast, are more focussed 
on the immediacy of finding a foothold in the labour market and to this end they link 
their qualifications to the employment opportunities available. At this stage they become 







al., 2000: 147). The accounts of contextual choosers show that their prior choices, like 
QHDUO\ DOO WKRVH GLVFXVVHG HDUOLHU DUH GULYHQ E\ LQGLYLGXDO µSXUHO\ LQWHUHVW-EDVHG¶
motives, but not instrumental ones, in the sense that their choices are specifically 
targeted to a particular role, because given their age are not very concerned about the 
implications of their choices for future prospects.  
!
I did a three year degree in English language and linguistics and this is when I 
basically started to think about what I really wanted, because at the end of my 
first year I was offered a job through my friend of basically becoming an English 
tutor. And I needed a part time-job anyway because I was at uni. So, I was like 
µ2K\HDKP\SDVVLRQ¶,HQMR\HGLW«7KDW is when I started to get passion and 
LQWHUHVWIRU WHDFKLQJDQGWKLV LVZKHQ,VWDUWHGWRWKLQNDERXWµ+H\<RXNQRZ
ZKDW\RXFDQDFWXDOO\EHDWHDFKHU¶DQGWKDWZDVQRWLQP\PLQGVHWXSXQWLOWKDW
stage. (Choukri, 23, PCGE student, female)  
 
&KRXNUL¶VUesponse is achieved through networking and through human agency. For to 
capitalise on the opportunities available has required her to maintain an open attitude 
towards those emerging opportunities and more importantly to keep her learner identity 
or her immigrant optimism intact as well as being willing to adjust her aspirations to 
ZKDW LVDYDLODEOH6KHKDVVWDUWHG WR WKLQN WKURXJK WKHµOHDUQLQJVRFLHW\¶GLVFRXUVHDQG
continues to explain that her teaching experience has further opened her up to alternative 
plans and ambitions for the future: 
 
,ZRUNHGZLWKFKLOGUHQZLWKVSHFLDOQHHGVDQGWKDWLVDQDUHDQRZQRZWKDW,¶YH
experience in it, I really wanna pursue. And there is another thing, because you 
know we were watching Somali TV me and my Mum the other day. And she was 
basically telling me, how there is not really like, this is something I really would 
love in Somalia is set up a special needs school, because my Mum was telling 
me, we were watching together anyway, and there was children they all got 
autism, some of them ADHD, some of them blind, physical impairment and they 






set up schools here. (Choukri, 23, PCGE student, female) 
 
$OWKRXJK WKLVDFFRXQWFRXOGEHGHVFULEHGDVD µSRVWKRFUDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ¶ :KLWH
51), the point here is that with maturation young people become reflective about their 
choices. Some contextual choosers reposition themselves to find a new fit between their 
capabilities and their probabilities. They draw on individual biographies in this 
repositioning, but also tend to be more instrumental in their approach to opportunities by 
drawing on their social contacts.  
 
BasLFDOO\,FKRVHWRVWXG\D%$GHJUHHLQEXVLQHVVPDQDJHPHQW«:KDWPDGH
PH FKRRVH LWZDV EHFDXVH ,¶YH DOZD\V EHHQ LQWHUHVWHG LQ EXVLQHVV«6R LW¶V
something that I was just inspired to do and it still is something that even now I 
am slightly, in terms of my career where I ended up, is slightly different to what 
I studied as a degree... Although it is not really related to what I studied, but I 
still aspire to one day start my own business... Even the role that I am doing 
now I see in a lot of ways it helps me because the report writing, the research, 
\RXNQRZD ORWRI VWXIIEDVLFDOO\ ,¶YH OHDUQHG WKDW , IRXQGXVHIXO WRZKDW ,¶P
doing now. (Abdirahman, 25, youth worker, male) 
 
However, managing aspiration in the face of an unaccommodating opportunity structure 
requires a certain level of resilience and sacrifice. For example, Sahra resisted the 
financial and social pressures of getting into jobs without prospects and managed to 
DYRLGIDOOLQJLQWRWKHWUDSRIXQVNLOOHGMREVFKRRVLQJWRZDLWµXQWLOKHUEUHDNFRPHV¶DQG
considering her unemployment as merely temporary. In her view, unskilled jobs may 
offer immediate cash, but in a subtle way undermine aspirations more than temporary 
unemployment does. Although one can argue that career outcomes are sometimes 
serendipitous, i.e. defined by opportunities, spotting opportunities themselves requires a 
NHHQH\H,QRWKHUZRUGVWRVSRWDQRSSRUWXQLW\RQHQHHGVWRORRNIRULWµ,MXVWWKRXJKW,
MXVWQHHGHGWRGRVRPHWKLQJ¶6DKUDZDVDOHUWHGE\DIULHQGWRDVSRQVRUHG0$ in social 
work opportunity. As with Abdirahman, Sahra had no concrete post-16 career plan and 
KHU HDUO\ YLHZV UHJDUGLQJ WKLV UHPDLQHG µFRQWLQJHQWO\¶ GHILQHG 7KRVH ZKR DUH ZHOO







6DKUD $EGLUDKPDQ DQG &KRXNUL¶V MRXUQH\V WRZDUGV DQ XQH[SHFWHG FDUHHU RXWFRPH
attests to the serendipity of such outcomes and the fact that immigrant optimism lives 
on, for these young people have retained quite a strong sense of agency, ready to 
challenge stereotypes around jobs, gender and social expectations. For example, in 
hindsight, Sahra found the course insightful, but bemoaned the fact that her family 
FRQVWDQWO\TXHVWLRQHGWKHµPDUNHW-YDOXH¶)RVNHWWDQG+HVNHWKRIKHUFKRLFHEy 
comparing it to the more familiar engineering course her brother was doing and her 
VLVWHU¶VPLGZLIHU\ FRXUVHZKLFK LQ KHUPRWKHU¶V YLHZRIIHUHG EHWWHU FDUHHU SURVSHFWV
She remembers that she was constantly pressured on account of her choice. Hence, while 
she regards her mother as her close mentor, there have been times when she has had to 
counter her views: 
 
At one point I did not want to get married nor have children. I wanted to go to the 
top, the highest position possible. I would not say that I have become realistic, 
but my priority has changed. I think it was influenced more towards my religion. 
Because of that I do not see that as a priority. (Sahra, 25, social worker, female) 
 
The individualisation of choice biographies as promoted by the schooling curriculum 
and neoliberal education policy is in stark contrast to the normatively mediated choices 
common in ethnic minority communities. The rhetoric of neoliberal policies in which the 
individual is discursively positioned as solely responsible for their outcomes, does not 
explain why poor educational outcomes among social and ethnic minority groups 
continue to persist. The evidence of this research shows that the individual identity much 
celebrated in the individualisation thesis of the neoliberal policies as a key parameter for 
mediating outcomes makes way for contextually determined ones (Avis, 2006; Furlong, 
2005). That is, the shift from idealistic to realistic choice-making coincides with 
increased awareness of contextual influences and the indiviGXDO¶VVRFLDOSRVLWLRQZLWKLQ
that context (Ball et al., 2000). However, in a few cases, the dynamics of agency and 
immigrant optimism have survived the constraints of adverse contextual influences. 
 
<RXQJSHRSOH¶VDFFRXQWVRIµSDUHQWDORYHU-H[SHFWDWLRQV¶despite discrepancies between 
subjective expectations and objective realities is a reminder of the lack of available 
instrumental information about potential possibilities. As a result, the young people 
DSSHDUWRPDNHFKRLFHVLQµDYDFXXPRILQIRUPDWLRQ¶Foskett and Hesketh, 1997: 304). 





UDPLILFDWLRQV¶ S  IRU FKLOGUHQ¶V HGXFDWLRQDO RXWFRPHV ZKLFK UDLVHV FULWLFDO
TXHVWLRQVDERXW WKH UROHRI LPPLJUDQWSDUHQWV LQ WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶s transition through the 
UK education system. Although information and the meaning younger people attach to it 
is age-related, full information about all possible options is never complete, and 
decisions are often made with some degree of uncertainty. Some young people, 
SDUWLFXODUO\WKRVHGULYHQE\µDPELWLRQSDVVLRQDQGLQWHUHVW¶DUHHDJHUWRDFTXLUHLQVLJKWV
that help them make informed choices. Talking to someone from the profession they 
aspire to, is a real life example and reassuring. In contrast to the younger idealistic 
choosers, who are not able to judge the quality of the limited information available 
through lack of experience, some contextual choosers engage reflectively with their 
experiences of contextual factors and start re-focussing their career choices. They do so 
for example through networking, which can extend their knowledge base. 
Information as constitutive of the context of choice is necessary for realistic choice-
making. Here family, friends or the community share information on the complex 
education system and job market. Information shared through these channels is 
connected to the intergenerational transmission of values, norms and worldviews, which 
as discussed earlier, underlies much of the pro-education attitude. Equally important is 
WKH LQIRUPDWLRQ DFFHVVLEOH WKURXJK SURIHVVLRQDO µLQIRUPDWLRQ JDWHNHHSHUV¶ VXFK DV
teachers and career advisors (Foskett and Hemsley-Brown, 1999: 235), who filter the 
nature and quality of the information young people have access to. That is, such 
information is expected to help the young with strategic decision making, thereby 
enhancing the life chances of this generation.  
8.4 Conclusion 
In some respects the stories of the young people presented in this chapter could be seen 
as concluding the journey young people make to plan their futures. I have suggested that 
this journey starts with a phase characterised by over-ambition. Early in their lives most 
young people adopt a more rigid approach towards setting their life goals. They tend to 
assume they will achieve these goals through mere personal effort and their choice 
biographies are characterised by strong self-belief and optimism. These strong agential 
tendencies partly reflect their stage in the life course. However, life experiences that 
often come ZLWKPDWXUDWLRQWUDQVIRUPWKHVHHDUO\H[SHFWDWLRQVDQGµPDNHZD\IRUQHZ
RQHV¶ )RU SRVW-16 choices are not static, but evolve over time as young people 
continually revise their plans and reflectively make adjustments. In this sense, choice-





information they possess about the labour market. That is, as new information becomes 
available, they change their courses of action. This changing pattern of aspirations 
appears to reflect age, experience and sense of agency of the young person, because 
meaning-making is associated with age and life stage. Often, the younger they are the 
more pronounced their aspirations and expectations, but as they mature and are 
confronted with the conflicts and contradictions of the prevailing opportunity structures 
their expectations become moderated by contextual factors that affect their outcomes. 
They start to engage reflectively with the employment market and doubt the existence of 
equality of opportunities, with these new experiences being much more fundamental and 
personal than they could have thought previously. Consequently, they begin to adjust 
their subjective expectations to opportunities that are objectively available and some 
start cashing in on these by re-skilling or up-skilling and by self-redefinition. Finally, the 
changing patterns of aspirations presented in the preceding three chapters reflect the 
situational character of choice, and more importantly the constraints of the immigrant 










Chapter 9: Discussion and Conclusions 
9.1 Introduction 
This thesis has been concerned with two interrelated questions: first, it has focused on 
exploring how Somali young people construct their educational and choice-making 
biographies; and second, it has addressed the matter of the extent to which issues of 
identity and belonging, pre-migration histories and dynamics in the Somali community 
shape these constructions; and following on from this it has examined and explained 
how far negotiating normative expectations, structural constraints and personal 
SUHIHUHQFHV VKDSH WKHVH \RXQJSHRSOH¶V HGXFDWLRQDO DQG FDUHHU RULHQWDWLRQV DVZHOO DV
their outcomes. This final chapter revisits these central questions and pulls together the 
key themes emerging from the data analysis. As has been argued throughout this thesis, 
the formation of choice biographies is a complex process in which the structural and the 
personal meet, mediate, confront and inflect each other in multiple ways. The 
construction of choice biographies is to begin with, mediated by the dynamics in the 
Somali community and further driven by individual ambitions, but tends to be finally ± 
or in the last instance as Althusser (1971) would say ± determined by prevailing 
structural conditions. In this chapter, I also discuss the practical implications of this 
research: a) for understanding the social mobility of Somali diaspora young people in the 
UK in other countries in the West where Somalis have come to resettle, and b) for future 
research. 
9.2 Somali community dynamics  
I started my data analysis by mapping out the Somali community context within which 
the young people interviewed have engaged with the educational opportunities available 
to them. This emerging community is undergoing substantial changes, while at the same 
time trying to maintain its cultural heritage. To make sense of these community 
dynamics, I have drawn on the social capital perspectives as discussed in Chapter 2. In 
that chapter, I suggested that community processes, including histories, changes and 
ZKDW&ROHPDQ  FDOOV µVRIW YDULDEOHV¶ VXFK DV UHODWLRQV QRUPV DQGYDOXHV KDYH
profound influences on the formation of the choice biographies of young people from 
ethnic minority communities. That is, I found that these community dynamics and 
YDOXHVPHGLDWH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VDWWLWXGHVDQGFKRLFHVHLWKHUGLUHFWO\WKURXJKFRPPXQLW\
networks or indirectly through their influences on family processes. In this thesis I have 
argued that the challenges young people of this community face are not merely 






As discussed in Chapter 4, the common problems stemming from the marginalisation the 
community faces do not necessarily evoke a common response to address these. That is, 
WKH LGHD RI µFRPPXQLW\¶ KDV EHFRPH SUREOHPDWLVHG DQG FRQVHTXHQWO\ LWV FRQVWLWXHQW
parts of kinship, identity, language, culture and shared history, as a framework for 
explaining relations among members of the Somali community, have had to be 
unpacked. I have shown that the unproblematic deployment of the concept of 
µFRPPXQLW\¶ LQ LWV WRWDOLVLQJ VHQVH FRQFHDOV WKH FRPSOH[LW\ RI WKH G\QDPLFV RI VRFLDO
relations among members of this community. As outlined in Section 4.3, the necessity to 
form a common front is among the Somali community fraught with a 
centripetal/centrifugal dialectic. This dialectic relationship involves the pressure to join 
IRUFHVWRµPXVFOHWKHLUZD\XS¶(Feglerud and Engebrigsten, 2006: 1120) by challenging 
the experiences of unemployment, discrimination and the risk of social exclusion in the 
racialised UK context on the one hand, and the tendency to form exclusive networks 
with no collective political representation in the host country, on the other. This tension 
has been shown as being closely associated with the historical and political 
developments in the country of origin. 
 
To make sense of the narratives of my research participants, I focussed on the 
continuities/discontinuities of their cultural, linguistic and historical heritage; the 
struggle endured; and the strategies employed in response to the challenges they face 
and their chances for self-betterment in the host society. The findings from this study 
indicate that Somali community dynamics are shaped by questions surrounding the very 
process of change pertaining to citizenship in the adopted country and the emotional 
attachment to the country of origin. It has emerged that as part of managing cultural and 
linguistic discontinuities there has recently been among the Somali community 
organisations a shift in focus regarding the services they provide, with the new 
orientation being towards permanent settlement in the UK. Within this shift, investment 
in education and the preservation of cultural heritage as a way of monitoring their 
FKLOGUHQ¶V LQFRUSRUDWLRQ LQWR WKH KRVW VRFLHW\ KDYH WDNHQ FHQWUH VWDJH DPRQJ WKH ILUVW
generation Somalis, as they want to have it both ways, as it were. That is, on the one 
hand, they want their children to retain their cultural and linguistic heritage as well as 
maintain links with their country of descent, while on the other, they hope to see them 






(Sampson and Groves, 1989: 777), can be understood in terms of segmented 
assimilation theory (Zhou, 1997), as has been discussed in the literature review chapter. 
 
Such a characterisation of Somali community relations merits further qualification. At 
WKHFRUHRIWKHFHQWULSHWDOFHQWULIXJDOWHQVLRQLVWKHLGHDRIµWUXVW¶,WFDQEHDUJXHGWKDW
the generation of trust is perhaps less problematic in the domains of religion than in 
mobilising community resources for gaining political representation in the host country 
and in shaping the educational outcomes of the younger generation of the community. In 
particular, Somali community organisations in the diaspora are able to raise funds from 
within the community towards the establishment of mosques. The role of religion in 
community relationships remains significant, but only in so far as its organising utility is 
limited to the places of worship, for outside these, it plays a less significant role in 
fostering a sense of a cohesive community. Hence, trust in the domain of collective 
interest among the different sections of the Somali community appears to be 
problematic. 
 
Shared culture, history, collective migration narratives and past experiences are often 
expected to mediate the construction of collective consciousness in the Durkheimian 
sense, and facilitate the participation of the individual in collective actions. Their shared 
commonalities are essentialised and these communities are lumped together as one 
group, being presented as intrinsically cohesive while their diversities are driven to the 
EDFNJURXQG0RUHRYHUHQWUHQFKHGVWHUHRW\SLFDODVVXPSWLRQVDERXWµYLVLEOH¶LPPLJUDQW
communities underpin their frequent portrayal and perception as communities from 
traditional societies wishing to join liberal societies. As a result, studies on differential 
educational outcomes of young people from different racial or social groups have often 
drawn on perspectives informed by either culturalism or structuralist-functionalism. 
These perspectives have offered explanations for differences in the transition of young 
people from minority ethnic groups based on such factors as attitudes, value orientations 
and outlooks that shape aspirations (Vermeulen and Perlman, 2000). However, 
deploying these analytical frameworks for the study of the Somali community needs to 
be better contextualised. For, against the backdrop of the particularities of the Somali 
community, it has been argued that one should be careful not to lump together members 
of this community as a coherent group. This is because the migration biographies of first 
generation Somalis resettling in the UK, even where they were the result of the same 





different segments of this community. In fact, one can argue that the formation of 
community organisations has tended to make visible some of the previously invisible 
differences among the Somali community. The accounts presented in this thesis have 
shown that there is tension between the urgency to mobilise community resources for 
common interests and the centrifugal tendency to form alliances along kinship lines. 
What draws Somalis together for mobilising collective action is, then, not the common 
challenges they face in life in the host society, but their sharing of clan affiliations and 
WKHUHIRUHLQSUDFWLFDOWHUPVLWUHPDLQVDQµLPDJLQHGFRPPXQLW\¶$QGerson, 1983). 
 
&RQVHTXHQWO\ WR VRPH SHRSOH µ6RPDOL¶ LGHQWLW\ KDV EHFRPH FRQWHQWLRXV DQG ORDGHG
and they reject its totalising political connotations, while to others it is heritage that 
should be embraced. Taking different connotations and rendered less significant by 
reconfigured regional and kinship identities, a new identity is emerging which is 
fragmented and transnationalised through kinship relationships, but devoid of a shared 
meaning of community consciousness. That is, in its place, kinship logic has come to 
GHILQHPXFK RI WKH FRPPXQLW\ UHODWLRQV 7KXV RQH FDQ DUJXH WKDW µFROOHFWLYH 6RPDOL
LGHQWLW\¶DVDQRUJDQLVLQJFRQFHSWKDVEHHQUHQGHUHGSUREOHPDWLFE\WKHUH-enactment 
of pre-migration narratives. That is, its cohesive role for collective interest is contested 
because it is weakened by the association of some aspects of it (i.e. kinship-based social 
organisation) with the conflict in the country of origin. From this perspective, it is 
suggested that there is not much investment in what is collectively shared, not least 
because there is not much involved and hence, there is fierce competition over what 
there is. This individual/community tension is captured in the economic rational 
aphorism that people are often motivated by the pursuit of individual interest. One can 
suggest that historically members of the Somali community tended to be individualistic 
in a different sense too, for it has been argued that historic nomadic life in the country of 
origin does not foster a sense of collectivity. Collective ethos that binds Somali nomadic 
people then are often arranged and maintained by kinship relationships than territorially 
defined. In a sense, the ambivalent social relations shown by my data can be seen to be 
reflective of these cultural repertoires inherent in the historic nomadic way of life of the 
Somali people, which is marked by a high degree of individualism (Fuglerud and 
Engebrigtsen, 2006). However, this is not to reduce immigration to individualisation or 
to suggest that all immigrants are essentially individualists, for immigrant communities 






The accounts presented in this thesis also suggest that shared commonalities, such as 
history, language and ethnic origin, in so far as people draw on them, are merely virtues 
ERUQRXWRIQHFHVVLW\DQGD UHVSRQVHRIUHVLVWDQFH WR WKHµ('#)*"+,¶RIHWKQLFPLQRULW\
groups by the mainstream society. In this sense, the urgency to form a community could 
perhaps then be described as a way of seeking recognition in the face of threats of 
marginalisation and exclusion, while at the same time it could be a way of meeting 
LQGLYLGXDO QHHGV IRU ZKDW *LGGHQV  FDOOV µRQWRORJLFDO VHFXULW\¶. The concerns 
raised about the participation of ethnic minority communities in the mainstream society, 
then, do not result from their unwillingness to integrate, but from the power relations 
inherent in the ways in which minority ethnic communities participate in the majority 
mainstream society. A good example is the emergence of ethnic minority 
neighbourhoods, resulting from both the departure of white families from these 
neighbourhoods and the attraction of incoming ethnic minority people through existing 
networks (Warikoo, 2011). 
9.3 Intergenerational dynamics, emerging transnationalism and identity 
I have argued that the dynamics in the emerging Somali community are defined by 
changes, continuities and differential participation in the socioeconomic process in the 
host country. These dynamics generate what Portes and Rumbaut (2001) call 
µLQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO GLVVRQDQFH¶ ZKLFK KDV LPSOLFDWLRQV IRU WKH ZD\V LQ ZKLFK 6RPDOL
\RXQJSHRSOH HQJDJHZLWKRSSRUWXQLWLHV&OHDUO\ WKHYHU\SURFHVVRI µFKDQJH¶ HYRNHV
responses of resistance from the first generation and creates tension, because the second 
generation may not share these concerns, wanting to live out their subjectivities. For 
many families, education becomes a field where a negotiated solution is reached to the 
problem of intergenerational dissonance. 
 
A key development associated with the community dynamics is the shift among this 
community towards more permanent residency in the UK. The findings of this research 
have demonstrated that the presence of the Somali immigrant community is changing 
from a temporary sojourn to one of more permanent residency, although a substantial 
section of the community are increasingly becoming transnational migrants. One of the 
NH\ IDFWRUV XQGHUO\LQJ WKLV SURFHVV RI WUDQVQDWLRQDOLVP LV WKH UROH RI \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
coming-of-age in the diaspora. As they mature, they assume more responsibility for their 
futures, particularly in relation to their identity and sense of belonging. This research has 





orientation towards the adopted country to the extent that the latter are suspending or 
even abandoning their plan of return to the country of origin. That is, instead of working 
on their return dreams, the parent generation is now dealing with the emergent problems 
RIWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VFRPLQJ-of-age under increasingly challenging circumstances. 
 
With this shift, the parent generation has become increasingly concerned about its 
participation in the adopted country, and consequently much emphasis is now being 
placed on education, not only as a vehicle for social mobility, but also as way of 
managing the changes implicated in the adaptation process. Indeed, with this shift there 
is a continuous struggle to maintain cultural identity and to ensure continuity. Along 
ZLWKPRUHSHUPDQHQWUHVLGHQF\LQWKH8.WKHILQGLQJVVXJJHVWWKDWWKHµLPPLJUDQWZLVK
WRUHWXUQ¶KDVQRWEHHQFRPSOHWHO\DEDQGRQHGE\DOOEXWUDWKHUWKDWLWLVSDUDOOHOHGE\DQ
increasing transnationalism. The process of transnationalism refers WR DQ LPPLJUDQW¶V
sense of belonging to dual or multiple homelands, and having what Werbner (2013) calls 
µGRXEOH FRQVFLRXVQHVV¶. That is, through extensive transnational networks some 
immigrants mobilise resources to remain linked with their country of origin, either 
through financial support for relatives, or by engagement with the political processes, 
thereby contributing to the reconstruction of their country of origin. In her study of 
British Pakistani women shuttling between Britain and Pakistan, Werbner (2013) argues 
WKDWWKHSUREOHPZLWKWUDQVQDWLRQDOLVPLVWKDWLWFUHDWHVWKHµLOOXVLRQRIFRQWLQXLW\¶DQG
OLWWOH GR LPPLJUDQWV UHDOLVH WKDWZLWK WLPH WUDQVQDWLRQDO µFXOWXUDO GLVMXQFWLRQ¶ WDNHV LWV
WROO +HUH :HUEQHU SRLQWV RXW WKDW RQ DUULYDO µFRXQWHU-GLDVSRULF UHWXUQHHV¶ ILQG
themselves to have become as much foreigners in their ancestral country as they are in 
WKHLUDGRSWHGRQHEHFDXVHµWKH\KDYHPDGHKLVWRU\DQGPHPRU\HOVHZKHUH¶ (p. 43). In a 
similar fashion, Somali community dynamics are shaped by the subtle transformations 
they face in their daily lives in the diaspora. 
 
A key marker of the shift towards the more permanent residency is the burgeoning 
µSODFH-PDNLQJ¶ ZKLFK *LOO   GHILQHV µDV D ZD\ IRU PLJUDQWV WR IRUJH
collective identity¶. However, it has been noted that there are intergenerational 
differences in this place-making process. It has been found in this research regarding 
this, that community centres run by Somali organisations are not -)*. &) spaces for 
consolidating collective solidarity and neither are they popular among the diaspora-
born/raised young people. A community centre, as a phrase, would normally evoke 





together, interact, socialiVHDQGH[FKDQJH LQIRUPDWLRQ WKHUHE\ IXOILOOLQJDQµLQWHJUDWLYH
IXQFWLRQ¶*ORYHUDVWKHKXERIFXOWXUDODFWLYLWLHVSURPRWLQJWKHHPHUJHQFHRI
community social capital. However, in the case of the Somali community it has 
transpired that community centres are not necessarily places where shared culture, 
histories or national identities are fostered, because these parameters have over the 
recent period become more polarised. This is in spite of the fact that there is formal 
recognition that these oEMHFWLYHVFRQVWLWXWHWKHVHFHQWUHV¶UHPLW,QUHDOLW\WKHLUIXQFWLRQ
is often limited to the provision of services, such as information, education (Koranic 
studies and after school clubs) and interpreting. The unpopularity of community centres 
perhaps is indicative of the rejection of the collectively driven intentions embedded in 
the notion of such community organisations.  
 
+RZHYHUFRPPXQLW\FHQWUHVDUHRQO\SDUWRIWKHZLGHUµLPPLJUDQWSODFH-PDNLQJ¶*LOO
2010), which can also include shopping centres, cafés and mosques. These spaces are 
places for the construction, reproduction and maintenance of native culture. The 
difference, however, is that with these spaces it is the individual behaviour that 
maintains their collective functionality. It is this kind of collective place-making that is 
GULYHQE\ µWKH LQYLVLEOHKDQGRIFRPPXQLW\¶ LH µWKHSRZHURIFRPPXQLW\ LQELQGLQJ
LQGLYLGXDOVWRDFWIRUWKHFROOHFWLYHJRRG¶Lejano and Fernandez de Castro, 2014: 75). 
This process of geographical place-PDNLQJFDQµDIIRUGIRULPPLJUDQWVSROLWLFDOOHYHUDJH
in WKHLUVWUXJJOHIRUUHFRJQLWLRQ¶*LOO+RZHYHUWKHSLFWXUHLVPRUHFRPSOLFDWHG
because such Somali community place-making as a response to the hostile host society 
they have come to join may be all that is achieved, for it does not necessarily translate 
into community cohesion. Thus, one should not confuse this form of collective 
behaviour driven by what Lejano and Fernandez de Castro (2014: 75) calO WKH µVHOILVK
JHQHWRPD[LPLVHWKHLUFKDQFHVRIVXUYLYDO¶LQDKRVWLOHDOLHQVRFLHW\ZLWKWKHFROOHFWLYH
arrangements facilitated by community organisations. Following Gill (2010), I suggest it 
is this kind of residential concentration that in part contributes to the Somali community 
being considered as a coherent one; besides, there is a common perception among 
members of this community that voluntary organisations embody the divisive kinship 
social arrangement. The problem of the lack of cooperation is not necessarily only a 
µWUDJHG\ RI WKH FRPPRQV¶ Lejano and Fernandez de Castro, 2014), but as has been 
argued throughout this thesis, it is the re-enactment of practices brought over from the 
native country that continue to shape community relations. Most of what is commonly 





differential experiences of the context of departure from the native country and these 
have implications for the idea of µWUXVW¶ZKLFKIRUPV WKHEDVLVDURXQGZKLFKFRKHVLYH
community relations often revolve. 
 
7KHVH FRPPXQLW\ G\QDPLFV KDYH UDPLILFDWLRQV IRU WKH FRPSOH[LW\ RI \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
transition processes and for their self-positioning in the wider multicultural society. For 
example, with some young people the community paradoxes have led them to adopt 
unbounded geographical belongingness. This emergence of a diaspora identity is closely 
related to the processes of change and continuity that mark the construction of 
educational and career aspirations, which also shape the emergence of transnationalism 
among the Somali community. However, young people do not share these concerns. 
Their responses to questions on identity are more diverse, with most of them not 
necessarily e[SUHVVLQJ WKHLU GDLO\ H[SHULHQFHV LQ WKH µPRUDO SDQLF¶ GLVFRXUVHV RI
alienation common among the community workers/parent-generation and not 
considering their community membership relevant to their daily lives. On the contrary, 
Somali young people born or raised in the diaspora, particularly those less incorporated 
into their Somali community networks, tend to emphasise individual uniqueness in the 
neoliberal discourses of identity. They shrug off the relevance of native cultural heritage 
for their daily lives, and instead, are more pragmatic in their search for meaning and 
belonging to make sense of their histories, current circumstances and futures. 
 
Related to this form of self-identification is engagement with education in view of life in 
the adopted couQWU\7KDWLVIRUWKLVSDUWLFXODUJURXSWKHLGHDRIµFRXQWU\RIGHVFHQW¶LV
only of marginal importance and ethnic/national identity is not necessarily significant; 
they do not describe themselves as Somalis -)*. &) VLPSO\ EHFDXVH µWKH\ VLPSO\ DUH¶. 
Such ethnic minority identity is underplayed as self-evident, and if the idea of identity is 
a reification of ethnic/racial origin, then most young people do not see why such a self-
evident question needs to be asked, let alone answered. However, if it gives scope for 
self-expression, then those in this category emphasise their multicultural identity, which 
is an embodiment of a fluid and more inclusive multidimensional citizenship. 
Accordingly, against this backdrop I differentiated in Chapter 5 between three 
overlapping modes of self-identification: circumstantial, cosmopolitan and Muslim. The 
6RPDOL µHWKQLF¶ LGHQWLW\ VWDQGV WR YDU\LQJ GHJUHHV LQ K\SKHQDWHG UHODWLRQV WR HDFK RI
these types of self-LGHQWLILFDWLRQ7KHµFLUFXPVWDQWLDO¶LGHQWLW\LQYROYHVDQH[SUHVVion of 





practices (Archer, 2008) inherent in the hegemonic values of the dominant host culture. 
With this type of identity, young people consider their presence in the UK as temporary 
DQG µFLUFXPVWDQWLDO¶. That is, they have developed a IRUP RI µGLDVSRUD LGHQWLW\¶ WKDW
treats their belonging to the diaspora as merely a product of forced migration. 
Consequently, young people of this type maintain emotional links with the country of 
descent and their engagement with education in the UK is driven by a wish to contribute 
to developments in that country (see Chapter 6). 
 
For the majority of the Somali young people, identity is not a given attribute. It reflects 
their tendency to view themselves as constructing a distinct individual identity, which to 
some extent reflects the current discourses of identity. In this view, identity is not only 
fluid, but also offers the possibility for self-positioning. For the diaspora-born/raised 
young people identity is, as with choice/aspiration, an individual matter and they remain 
unmoved about the concerns raised by the parent generation, not seeing anything 
µ6RPDOLDQ¶ DERXW WKHLU LQGLYLGXDO VLWXDWLRQV ,Q FRQWUDVW UHFHQW DUULYDOV1. those who 
arrived in the UK as young adults, strongly position themselves within the collectivities 
RI µ6RPDOLness¶ DQG DUH FULWLFDO RI WKH IOXLGLW\ RI LGHQWLW\ DGRSWHG E\ WKH GLDVSRUD-
born/raised, expressing the view that these young people have missed out on their 
cultural becoming. That is, for most of the diaspora-born/raised young people there is 
much emphasis on individual identity as opposed to the more collective identity of the 
recent arrivals. One cannot, therefore, discuss the process of the construction of a 
national identity among Somali young people without reference to their interaction with 
members of the Somali community outside their immediate families.  
 
It has emerged that the critical agency of the young people is manifested in their role in 
the changing orientation of their families towards resettlement in the UK. The data 
analysis indicates that identity and belonging are interrelated with the assumed 
citizenship in the adopted country. It has been shown that, parallel to the process of 
engagement with education, there is among the Somali community in the diaspora a 
process of resettlement in the host country. In contrast to the overwhelmingly positive 
attitude shown by most of the younger respondents, there is among the key informants 
from community organisations some ambivalence. On the one hand, they raised 
concerns about the educational outcomes of the Somali youth as well as cultural and 
linguistic discontinuities, with most acknowledging that the Somali community currently 





among these leaders a sense of a positive outlook towards the future, and a feeling that, 
with time, the community will catch up with mainstream society. This depiction of the 
unknown future in a positive light is a form of coping strategy to deal with uncertainties 
in the host country. 
 
7KHVH YLHZV RQ LGHQWLW\ UDLVH FULWLFDO TXHVWLRQV DERXW WKH XWLOLW\ RI µFRPPXQLW\¶ DV D
µVLJQLILHU¶+DOORI6RPDOL\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHELRJUDShies. For most of them 
participation in a community is just another way of achieving personal goals and 
because they are confident that these can be achieved through individual means, they 
feel that the idea of community has no meaningful utility for them. Such a view being 
taken by them is further problematised by the general lack of a sense of community 
DPRQJWKH6RPDOLLPPLJUDQWVDQGWKHLURIIVSULQJ7KHLGHDRIµFRPPXQLW\PHPEHUVKLS¶
simply as a means to achieve individual aims can be explained not only in terms of 
economic rationality, but also in terms of late modernity discourses, particularly in 
relation to the formation of identity and subjective self-positioning. In line with this, 
young people in contemporary times tend to write their own individual biographies. 
Understood within these discourses, relations between the diaspora-born/raised and their 
first generation immigrant counterparts are marked by intergenerational dissonance, 
whereby the young have become critical of the social relationships among the Somali 
community, rating the benefits of community participation as marginal to their daily 
lives. It is these changing intergenerational dynamics that, this research suggests, are 
contributing to the shift towards permanent residency in the diaspora. 
 
To understand the processes of identity construction by young people, it is necessary to 
take into account the historical and pre-migration narratives of the Somali community. 
My study has revealed that this process among the Somali young people has in part been 
facilitated by community links through which the parent-generation have shared cultural 
narratives, fostered commonalities and have shared strategies for managing the 
FKLOGUHQ¶VLQFRUSRUDWLRQLQWRWKHKRVWFRXQWU\ I have suggested that the polarisation of 
relations among the Somali community has a bearing not only on the intergenerational 
transfer of values and norms, but also on the formation of an overarching Somali 
µQDWLRQDO¶ LGHQWLW\ 7KDW LV NLQVKLS-based social practices continue to undermine the 
emergence of a shared identity while the on-going political instability in the country of 
origin continues to undermine the emergence of a common Somali identity. Such 





Somali young people discursively position themselves in the wider context of the host 
society. Their identity is entangled with life-chances through subjective self-positioning 
and participation in objective opportunity structures in the host society, which has some 
bearing on their social mobility. In other words, identity reflects and is reflected in their 
views toward their futures. As discussed in the literature review chapter, ethnic minority 
identity as a form of social capital inhering in community relations can be mobilized for 
fostering positive engagement with education (Coleman, 1988). The findings have 
indicated that Somali young people, despite their many shared commonalities, can better 
be understood in the context of individual discourses as reflective agents in a constant 
struggle to break away from the imposed commonalities inherent in the Somali identity. 
Further, migration adds an additional dimension to this already complex and contested 
identity and the way diaspora young people engage with the processes of transition to 
adulthood. Thus, in addition, the contextual dynamics of the receiving society can lead 
to differential conceptions of citizenship in the host culture. 
9.4 It is all about education now: a renewed focus on education? 
The process of resettlement in the host country described earlier runs parallel to how the 
6RPDOL FRPPXQLW\¶V HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK HGXFDWLRQ SOD\V RXW 7KH UHQHZHG IRFXV RQ
education reflects the fact that, despite the gradual realisation of the possibility of non-
return to the home country, there is, among the Somali community, a realisation about 
the lack of proper investment in their stay in the UK, which has become an impetus for 
an even closer engagement with the education process. It has emerged from the data 
DQDO\VLV WKDWFKLOGUHQKDYHDSURIRXQG LPSDFWRQ WKHLUSDUHQWV¶RULHQWDWLRQ WRZDUGV WKH
adopted country to the extent that some have suspended or even abandoned their plan of 
return to the country of origin. That is, instead of working on their return dreams, the 
parent generation is now dealing with the emergent problems of their children growing 
up in increasingly challenging circumstances. It is here that the self-betterment goals 
underlying the migration process are re-enacted. The adaptation problems Somalis face 
reflect their resettlement process and the duration of their stay in the UK. It has been 
noted that with the shift towards longer term residency in the host society there is among 
the parent generation a continuous struggle to sustain cultural identity, ensure continuity 
and manage changes implicated in the adaptation process (cf. Chapter 4). However, 
although as suggested Somali children in the diaspora are becoming change agents in 
WKHLUSDUHQWV¶RULHQWDWLRQWRZDUGVWKHDGRSWHGFRXQWUy, it is equally important to note that 





JHQHUDWLRQ¶V HIIRUWV WR HQVXUH FRQWLQXLW\RI WKH FRPPXQLW\¶V FXOWXUDO KHULWDJH ,Q VXP
the contextual conditions of the host society not only offer opportunities for immigrant 
communities to better their lives, but they also pose critical challenges. 
 
The accounts presented in this thesis have highlighted that both the intrinsic and 
instrumental values of education in facilitating social mobility are held in high regard by 
the Somali community. These values, inherent in the logic of migration, are transmitted 
through family processes. This happens in two main ways. First, values and norms 
constitutive of the migration narratives of the first generation, i.e. the view that 
opportunities are much more limited in the country of origin, are leading them to take a 
positive normative stance towards the education that they impart to their children. This 
process explains much of the pro-education #$/"'0&, which Somali young people exhibit. 
3RVLWLYH HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK WKH HGXFDWLRQ SURFHVV WR DQ H[WHQW UHIOHFWV µLPPLJUDQW
RSWLPLVP¶ DQG FDQ EH GHVFULEHG DV DQ HPERGLHG FRSLQJPHFKDQLVP ,W UHVRQDWHVZLWK
ZKDW6D\DGFDOOVWKHµLGHDOLVHGYLVLRn of emigration as a source of wealth¶. I 
have suggested that parents as first generation immigrants have been playing a central 
role in fostering a positive attitude towards education as well as guiding their children 
through the complex education system, and when they are unable to provide guidance, 
they put pressure on them to achieve (cf. Chapter 6). As bearers of family dreams, most 
Somali young people respond positively to these parental expectations. 
 
Second, there is pressure on the family to maintain its position in the community. In 
Chapter 6, I have argued that the development of attitudes towards education has a social 
context in which the family, its history and resources play a role (Fukuyama, 1993; 
Portes and Rumbaut, 2001). Both the geographical dislocation and the structural 
conditions in the new host country have led to increased pressure on these families to 
preserve their cultural identity, while at the same time they have had to establish 
themselves in the host society, which has not only offered opportunities, but also posed 
challenges. My data show that in many ways the Somali community is at a critical 
juncture in their stay in the UK. In Chapter 4, I have highlighted that members of this 
community are starting to realise that their stay in the host society is becoming more 
permanent and I have differentiated two interlinked themes underlying this shift. First, I 
suggested that the Somali children maturing in the diaspora are acting as critical change 
DJHQWVLQWKHLUSDUHQWV¶DWWLWXGHVWRZDUGVWKHKRVWFRXQWU\7KHVHFRQGIDFWRULVWKHQHZ





changed meaning of engagement with education, I have pointed out that, due to the risks 
young people face in contemporary times, Somali parents have sought solutions 
involving engagement with education, which echoes the findings of previous research. 
For example, Portes and Rumbaut (2001: 107) argue that to manage the acculturation 
process of their children into the host culture, first generation immigrants strive to keep 
WKHLUFKLOGUHQRQWKHµQRUPDWLYHDFKLHYHPHQWSDWK¶. It is in this context that education (in 
addition to its intrinsic and instrumental values) serves as an instrument for Somali 
families to keep their children from straying. 
 
In addition to community and family processes, the ways in which the Somali young 
people go about their choices is mediated through a myriad of individual level factors. 
The theme of agency in the formation of choice biographies runs through the accounts 
presented in Chapters 6 and 7, where the choices the young people make in relation to 
their identity and educational aspirations have been discussed. I outlined in the literature 
review how the very nature of these themes (personal and career identities) are an 
expression of individual biography and the data analysis has shown that the young 
people take pride in presenting their choices solely in terms of individual effort. That is, 
they tend to make decisions of their own accord, often resisting adult advice, where it 
threatens to undermine their autonomous decision-making and in situations where they 
GR DFFHSW RWKHUV¶ DGYLFH WKH\ UHIUDPH LW VR DV WR VKRZ WKH\ DUH LQ FKDUJH RI WKHLU
choices. The difficulty, however, is that external influences that institutions like families 
DQGVFKRROVLPSRVHRQFKLOGUHQ¶VIRUPDWLRQRIWKHLUZRUOGYLHZVEHFRPHEOurred by the 
fact that they tend to internalise these influences as a spontaneous #$/"'0&. In particular, 
WKH QRWLRQV RI µFRQILGHQFH LQ LQGLYLGXDO DJHQF\¶ DQG µRSWLPLVP¶ZKLFK IHDWXUH LQ WKH
\RXQJSHRSOH¶VDFFRXQWVHDUO\LQWKHLUOLYHVPDNHZD\IRUDPRUe critical realisation of 
the constraints emanating from objective structures. 
 
Most young people in this research believe in the necessity of upholding and enacting 
the self-EHWWHUPHQWQDUUDWLYHVRIWKHLUSDUHQWV¶JHQHUDWLRQLQWKHVHQVHWKDWWKH\EHOLHYH in 
µZRUNLQJKDUG¶ WRZDUGVGHVLUHG HGXFDWLRQDORXWFRPHV7KLV DWWLWXGH WRZDUGVHGXFDWLRQ
UHVRQDWHVZLWK)XNX\DPD¶VREVHUYDWLRQWKDWLPPLJUDQWVSRVVHVVDµJUHDWHUWKDQDYHUDJH
GHJUHHRI HQHUJ\ WRXJKQHVV DPELWLRQDQGDGDSWDELOLW\¶ 7KH VWRULHVRf the 
majority of the young people who participated in this research show they possess these 
attributes, with most Somali immigrant families using education to compensate for their 





children. However, not all young people unreflectively subscribe to the idea of education 
as a family project, nor are their views towards education solely determined by their 
migration biographies, for as critical agents, some want to write their own choice 
biographies. In much the same way as optimism is implicated in migration biographies, 
so is the individual choice biography in the very nature of choices and aspiration, 
because owing to its very essence, the formation of educational aspiration cuts across 
µrace¶, gender and class boundaries, while being essentially personal. In line with this, 
my research has shown the emphasis on shared commonalities vis-à-vis understanding 
WKHSURFHVVHVRI6RPDOL\RXQJSHRSOH¶VLGHQWLW\FRQVWUXFWLRQLQ relation to engagement 
with prevailing opportunity structures has some disadvantages. It misses out the 
complexities and the role of critical agency on the part of young people. Instead, I have 
VXJJHVWHGWKDW\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHELRJUDSKLHVDUHFKDUDFWHrised by an overwhelming 
emphasis on their uniqueness and urgency for self-realisation. 
 
.H\ GLPHQVLRQV RI WKLV WKHPH RI DJHQF\ DUH µGHWHUPLQDWLRQ¶ µPRWLYDWLRQ¶ DQG
µRSWLPLVP¶ZKLFK UHSHDWHGO\ DSSHDU LQ WKH DFFRXQWV RI WKH \RXQJ UHVSRQGHQWV7KHVH
dimensions show that while society requires conformity, young people value autonomy 
and individuality, preferring to learn heuristically from their own experiences. That is, 
they prefer to exercise choice in the way they see it fits with their individual identity 
and, in doing so, they maintain a sense of being in control over their destinies, rather 
than living up to the normative expectations of others. However, they tend to 
overestimate what they realistically can achieve with their abilities, strongly believing in 
their individual agency to achieve their life goals. That is, they reassure themselves that 
life chances merely reflect individual efforts and capabilities (Evans, 2002). Moreover, 
they tend to extend their positive engagement with the education system to other 
domains of life and entertain high expectations that their educational outcomes will 
VLPLODUO\EHSRVLWLYH UHDGLO\H[SODLQLQJ IDLOXUHDZD\DVEHLQJGRZQWRDQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V
faults or as fate and not as a result of inequality of opportunities. 
 
The positive attitude shown by the young people in their early post-16 stage can be 
understood to emanate from their life experiences. Here it is suggested that their first-
hand experiences with opportunity structures are largely limited to their assessments in 
school settings, which pertain to the idea that educational achievement largely reflects 
individual performance and thus, it is perfectly rational for them to assume that the 





optimism and confidence are in some cases indicative of a lack of awareness of the 
external factors and often frustrating opportunity structures in the competitive labour 
PDUNHW ZKLFK FRQVWUDLQ SHRSOH¶V OLIH-chances. Previous studies indicate similar 
REVHUYDWLRQV RI µVFKRRO OHDYHU KRSHIXOV¶ %DOO HW DO   ,Q WKHLU VWXG\ RI SRVW-
FRPSXOVRU\ WUDQVLWLRQ WKHVH FRPPHQWDWRUV REVHUYH WKDW µWKH H[WHQGHG RSSRUWXQLWLHV
young people have to remain in education obscure the structural and material 
continuities which pattern their choice¶ (p. 4). The data analysis confirm these 
observations: it has emerged that early in their post-16 stage the young people take it for 
granted that as long as they engage well with education their transition into the world of 
work will not be problematic. Further, it has emerged that their FRQILGHQFHLQµDJHQF\¶
DQGµKDUGZRUN¶DVNH\GHILQHUVRIWKHIRUPDWLRQRIWKHLUDVSLUDWLRQV remains high into 
their late adolescence and early twenties, but declines with maturation. That is, there is a 
general feeling of uncertainty among most of the older respondents, which often sets in 
during the critical passages when entry into the labour market becomes imminent. 
9.5 Aspiration is not enough; you need to be pragmatic too 
The emerging pro-education attitude discussed in Chapter 6 cannot be explained solely 
in terms of immigrant or adolescent optimism. In that chapter, I considered the view that 
the limited opportunities outside the education system for young people render engaging 
with it as being their only possible option. That is, with the available economic and 
employment opportunities outside the education sector being limited both in scope and 
in nature, their immediate choice is often to continue with education rather than drop 
out, not only because of an intrinsic valuing of education, but perhaps also because of 
there being no other viable option to choose. That is, unlike the oppositional culture 
DPRQJ µGLVDGYDQWDJHG¶ HWKQLF PLQRULW\ \RXWK KLJKOLJKWHG LQ PXFK RI WKH HGXFational 
research, this study has shown a broadly positive attitude towards education. As 
discussed in the literature review, concerns have been raised about the educational 
achievements and outcomes of some groups within the minority ethnic communities 
(Gillborn, 1997). In the case of the Somali young people these concerns raised in 
relation to educational outcomes, therefore, cannot be attributed to lack of aspiration, but 
to structural influences. Shildrick and MacDonald (2007: 7) found that despite a great 
GHDO RI IRFXV RQ µVRFLDO FKDQJH¶ LQ \RXWK WUDQVLWLRQV WKHUH LV VWLOO µFRQWLQXLW\¶ LQ WKH






The findings suggest that, faced with inequalities in opportunity structures, young people 
respond in RQHRI WZRZD\VVRPHµRZQXS WR¶GLVDSSRLQWLQJHGXFDWLRQDORXWFRPHVDV
µIDWH¶ RU DV µLQGLYLGXDO IDLOXUH¶ DQG VXVSHQG IXUWKHU FRPPLWPHQWV WR HGXFDWLRQ LQ WKH
ZRUGV RI 'HZV   WKLV FDQ EH VHHQ DV µFRPSHQVDWLRQ IRU DQ DFWXDO
powerlessness¶. Some young people question the instrumental utility of education, and 
re-evaluate their strategies for getting into employment; thus, getting a job takes priority 
over developing a career. Others reposition themselves in relation to the prevailing 
opportunity structures and find a new niche in the labour market. In either way the 
frustration of childhood ambitions leads to redefinition of selfhood either in light of new 
experiences or in response to exclusion from mainstream society. Their similarly 
changing biographies intersect with external forces that shape their destiny, which 
reflects the view that social reproduction continues to prevail as discussed in the 
literature reviewed in Chapter 2. 
 
For most of the young people interviewed aspiration is not in short supply and their life 
FKDQFHVDUHLQWHUWZLQHGZLWKWKHLUµUDFLDO¶DQGFXOWXUDOEDFNJURXQGV*LYHQWKHIDFWWKDW
their outcomes are determined by external factors, one would have expected concerted 
effort on the part of the Somali community. However, the lack of political representation 
of the Somali community discussed earlier has ramifications for the ways in which the 
Somali young people I spoke to position themselves or are positioned in the wider 
multicultural society; it increases their risk of socioeconomic marginalisation. What this 
effectively means is that all these young people receive from their parent generation is 
the view of using educational opportunities available to them to the fullest and beyond 
this transferred work ethic, it is left to the young people to negotiate their way through 
the education to work transition processes. As I discuss below, aspiration is not 
sufficient, for young people also need to be more pragmatic in the ways in which they 
engage with opportunity structures. As highlighted in the literature review, navigating 
through the complex education system during adolescence as a way to make the 
transition into the adult world of higher education or work is a daunting task for most 
young people (Ball et al., 2000; Foskett and Hemsley-Brown, 2001; Taylor, 2005).  
 
The accounts of those I have drawn on have revealed that, for the majority, drawing up 
an educational or a career plan involves engaging with education less for its intrinsic 
value than for its instrumental (utility) one. This distinction is not usually clear to them 





qualifications, or after first-hand experiences with the labour market that belief in the 
meritocratic values of edXFDWLRQLVTXHVWLRQHGDVRQH\RXQJSHUVRQSXWLWµDGHJUHHLV
the minimum requirement and it really is not more than that¶. Of course, as some of the 
narratives discussed in this research suggest, young people reflectively engage with their 
choices, because as I have argued, aspiration is essentially dynamic as well as being 
imbued with human subjectivity, and yet conditioned or constrained by situational 
contexts. As young people progress through their education their aspirations shift from 
being more idealistic to being more realistic; expectations and interests change with 
acquired new experiences, often of unequal opportunities. In addition, they develop 
different interests as they mature and interact more with people outside their immediate 
family. These findings are similar to those of (YDQV¶study, which concluded that 
\RXQJ SHRSOH¶V transition behaviour is, in the end, is shaped by striking a balance 
EHWZHHQµSHUVRQDOLQWHUHVWVDQGRFFXSDWLRQDOFKRLFHVZLWKLQVWUXFWXUDORSSRUWXQLWLHV¶ (p. 
86) +RGNLQVRQ DQG 6SDUNHV  IRXQG WKDW \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V FDUHHU GHFLVLRQV DUH
UHIOHFWLYHRIWKHLUFKDQJLQJELRJUDSKLHVDQGLQWKLVUHVSHFWDUHµSUDJPDWLFDOO\UDWLRQDO¶
That is, young people adjust their aspirations to what is practically available and they 
GHYHORSWKLVVWUDWHJ\WKURXJKWKHLU LQWHUDFWLRQZLWKµVLJQLILFDQWRWKHUV¶ +RGNLQVRQDQG
Sparkes, 1997: 33). 
 
A key theme emerging from this research is that these dimensions of adolescent 
optimism, immigrant optimism and opportunity structures associated with the formation 
of aspirations mediate the ways in which the Somali young people engage with 
education processes. In addition to the individual level factors discussed in the previous 
section of this chapter, there are socioeconomic dimensions and family cultural capital, 
which equally shape the strategies of the Somali community for navigating through the 
opportunity structures. In particular, the educational outcomes of the Somali young 
people are closely associated with the politics of recognition and citizenship. As 
discussed in Chapter 8, investment by Somali families in education and academic 
endeavours shown by the young people of this community are to a large extent mediated 
by migration biographies. However, the educational outcomes and intergenerational 
VRFLDOPRELOLW\RIWKLVFRPPXQLW\LVEHLQJGHWHUPLQHGE\WKHµ('#)*"+,¶SUDFWLFHVDQGE\
the lack of recognition in mainstream society. It is in response to the racism and 








It is not only educational outcomes that are mediated by structural factors, for identity 
and belonging similarly are shaped by hegemonic discourses. Thus, although Somali 
young people increasingly position themselves in the wider British multicultural setting, 
claiming a cosmopolitan/global citizenship, they have also started to become aware that 
life-chancHV DUH QRW VHSDUDEOH IURP WKHLU µ('#)*)%¶ HWKQLF PLQRULW\ VWDWXV $V RQH
FRPPXQLW\ZRUNHUSRLQWHGRXW\RXQJSHRSOHµDUHDZDUHWKH\ZRXOGQHYHUEHDFFHSWHG¶. 
&RQVFLRXVQHVV RI µRWKHUQHVV¶ LV GRUPDQW DQG HQDFWHG ZKHQ QHFHVVDU\ DV D IRUP RI
coping with the cultural and linguistic discontinuities the community faces in the host 
FRXQWU\+RZHYHUWKHIHHOLQJRIEHFRPLQJSRVLWLRQHGDVDQµRWKHU¶LQWKHFRQWH[WRI8.
µrace¶ UHODWLRQV IDLOV WR HQDFW VROLGDU\ UHVSRQVHV RU WKH HPHUJHQFH RI µHWKQLFLW\¶ DV D
resource tR FRXQWHUDFW VWHUHRW\SLQJ DQG µ('#)*"+,¶ SUDFWLFHVTo a considerable extent, 
WKHWKHPHVRIµLQGLYLGXDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\¶DQGµRXWFRPHDVDIXQFWLRQRILQGLYLGXDOHIIRUW¶
UHIOHFW WKH µUHVSRQVLELOLVDWLRQ¶ RI OLIH FKRLFHV current in the discourses of risk society 
(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). Previous studies have shown similar findings 
regarding agency by young people (Devadson, 2007; Lehman, 2004; McDonald et al., 
2011; Stokes and Wyn, 2007). 
 
In!my review of the literature in Chapter 2, I showed that historically studies attempting 
explain differential outcomes for different groups of young people have often drawn on 
class analysis and the way social inequality is reproduced, but relatively scant attention 
has been paid to the particular situation of those from ethnic minority backgrounds. The 
culturalist explanation of differences in the transition of young people from ethnic 
PLQRULW\ JURXSV VXJJHVWV WKDW µDWWLWXGHV YDOXHRULHQWDWLRQV DQGRXWORRNV FRPPRQ LQ D
particular community shape the aspirations of \RXWK RI HWKQLF PLQRULW\ EDFNJURXQGV¶
(Vermeulen and Perlman, 2000). In contrast, those foregrounding structural factors hold 
WKHYLHZ WKDWPXFKRI WKH LQGLYLGXDO¶VDFWLRQV WRDJUHDWH[WHQW UHVXOW IURPVWUXFWXUDO
forces beyond what individuals, particularly those from some socio-cultural groups, can 
affect. In Chapter 2, I argued that post-16 choice making is, to a certain degree, linked to 
wider choice-making in the educational field, where parents actively choose to engage, 
or fail to engage, in selecting appropriate schools for their children. The importance of 
families in post-16 choice-making, though probably not visible at the school-leaving 
VWDJHFRXOGKDYHEHHQODLGGXULQJDFKLOG¶VSULPDU\VRFLDOLVDWLRQDQGWKHHYLGHQFHIURP
my study confirms thH LPSRUWDQFH RI IDPLO\ LQIOXHQFHV RQ \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V FKRLFH-





second-generation immigrants will remain incomplete if contextual variables are not 
taken into account. 
 
This thesis has shown that engagement with education is not necessarily only a 
consequence of lack of opportunities elsewhere. Indeed, young people early in their 
post-16 stage do not factor unemployment prospects into their career planning. What 
counts for thHPPRUHDUHSHUVRQDODWWULEXWHVVXFKDV µZRUNLQJKDUG¶DQGµHQMR\PHQW¶
and if education does not work for them they explain this in terms of either personal 
shortcomings or fate. That is, they do not see structural inequalities emanating from their 
social and racial backgrounds. It is within this context that I have suggested that age/life 
VWDJHPHGLDWHV\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFKRLFHELRJUDSKLHVDQGKHJHPRQLFRSSRUWXQLW\VWUXFWXUHV
eventually determine their life-chances. However, despite the individualistic tendency in 
the orientation among the young people, the evidence suggests that for emerging visible 
ethnic minority communities, µrace¶ and class continue to define their social mobility in 
the mainstream host society more than language and culture. These findings, which 
imply that µrace¶ matters for incorporation and life-chances more than cultural and 
linguistic parameters, confirm previous research in which it has been contended that 
µrace¶-related practices prevalent in the hegemonic society continue to dominate the life-
chances of individuals and communities, and they can thus be better understood at the 
level of the community rather than at the level of the individual (Archer, 2003; Furlong 
and Cartmel, 2007; Gillborn, 2006).  
9.6 Young people first, then Somali young people 
So far, most of the preceding discussion has focused on contextualising the dimensions 
of the experiences of Somali young people. The complexity of their experiences has a 
further dimension in that in its developmental sense, age transcends class and µrace¶; this 
LV WKHFDVHHYHQZKHQPXFKRI WKH \RXQJSHRSOH¶V WUDQVLWLRQVDUH VRFLDOO\FRQVWUXFWHG
either through the education system or through social rites of passage. A key theme 
emerging from Chapters 6, 7 and 8 is the changing aspirations of the young people over 
time. Early in their post-16 stage, some tend to entertain high aspirations showing 
conviction in their individual capacities to achieve their goals, while others avoid 
making commitments and prefer to go through the post-16 education phase by making 
tentative changes. For the majority of the school-aged educational choices are informed 
E\WKHLPPHGLDF\RILQWHUHVWDQGSDVVLRQUDWKHUWKDQE\WKHµXWLOLW\¶RIWKHFKRLFHVRUE\





labour market conditions. I have suggested that expectations and aspirations and their 
associated choice-making strategies remain high during the idealistic stage, but with the 
passage of time they become less prominent or even lose relevance for the choice-
making processes. That is, structural factors take on a different meaning for them as they 
grow older, when they leave the protective mantra of their parents and interact or engage 
independently and directly with the realities of the opportunities available. 
 
The factors of age and agency are interrelated. For example, it has emerged that not all 
the young people subscribe to the normative expectations of having clearly formulated 
career plans as some keep their options open. One way of interpreting this contingency 
attitude is to consider the agential dimension of aspiration, where it has emerged that 
they simply want to exercise autonomy in their choice-making. Clearly, their orientation 
towards education on leaving school and early in their post-16 education is mediated by 
individual dispositions. Another way of explaining this contingency planning is to 
consider the developmental dimension of aspiration. It is suggested that by virtue of 
their age, young people are more concerned at this stage with the immediacies of 
HQMR\LQJOLIHHJµFXVVLQJ¶DQGµKDYLQJDODXJK¶Willis, 1977), rather than with serious 
and constructive engagement with the choice process. The future is too distant and too 
daunting for most of them, so they settle for representing it in a positive light. This 
positive attitude towards the future and the positive self-image associated with it can be 
seen as strategies for managing risks and uncertainties so as to get on wiWKµWKHEXVLQHVV
RI OLYLQJ¶ (OVWHU3UHYLRXV UHVHDUFK VKRZV WKDWPRVW DGROHVFHQWVZKHWKHU WKH\
are driven by idealistic choices or procrastinate about their choice commitments, feel 
overconfident about their capabilities to achieve their aspirations. This sense of being in 
control is partly a manifestation of their age/experience-related perspective. In this 
respect, the findings of my research resonate with those of Willis (1977) who found that 
children from a working class background worked themselves into working class jobs 
through their anti-school culture stance, but the irony of this process is that these young 
SHRSOH IHHO WKDW WKH\ DUH LQ FRQWURO RI WKHLU GHVWLQLHV ,Q VXP ZKDW \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
changes in perception show is that although young people have the pretension of 









because perceptions are often closely related to their life course development. For them, 
a decline in aspirations with age is partly related to the realisation of the limits of their 
individual efforts in the face of hegemonic opportunity structures. These patterns 
resonate with what was discussed in the literature review, where it was argued that as 
they mature as adolescents they may assume more control over their lives not 
necessarily only because of biological changes, but also because transition is socially 
and institutionally regulated (Lesko, 1996 DQG EHFDXVH WKH\ DFTXLUH WKH µGLVFXUVLYH
capital required for adjusting to the changing context in which they PDNHFKRLFHV¶7OLOL
2007: 285). I have argued that their positive attitude towards schooling and optimism 
about the future become moderated by reflective engagement with their agency, 
individual attributes and by new experiences with the labour market, all of which 
coincide with maturation. For the majority of the young people, concrete career planning 
informed by the opportunities available often takes shape after the young person has 
JDLQHGTXDOLILFDWLRQVLHZKHQWKH\VHULRXVO\WKLQNRIµZKDWWRGRQH[W¶1RWRQO\GRHV
opportunity-driven choice replace interest-driven aspiration, but also and more 
importantly, the influences of contextual factors take on a different meaning for them. 
The challenge Somali young people face then is not always gaining qualifications, but 
rather the value of these credentials in breaking into the labour market, achieving social 
mobility and escaping social exclusion. That said, it also needs to be pointed out that for 
some, gaining qualifications has itself been problematic, as shown by the accounts of 
those whose learner identities have been damaged (cf. Section 8.3 of Chapter 8). 
 
Based on the findings, it has been argued that the dimensions of confidence, a feeling of 
being in control, optimism and high expectation reflect not only individual biographies, 
EXW DOVR D \RXQJ SHUVRQ¶V DJHOLIH VWDJH 7KHVH DWWULEXWHV DUH VWURQJ GXULQJ VFKRRO-
leaving age and early in the post-16 stage, but decrease with maturation. That is, early in 
\RXQJSHRSOH¶VOLYHVLQWHUDFWLRQVZLWKVLJQLficant others shape their choice biographies 
more than their interaction with opportunity structures. At this stage they overestimate 
what they can achieve and underestimate potential structural barriers and for most of 
WKHP µDV ORQJ DV \RX ZRUN KDUG \RX will be fine¶. On the basis of the evidence 
SUHVHQWHGLQWKLVWKHVLVLWZRXOGDSSHDUWKDWWKHIDFWRURIµDJH¶LVGLIIHUHQWO\DVVRFLDWHG
with aspirations. Following this, it is suggested that one cannot endlessly aspire, since 
aspirations in the domain of educational and career choices involve a dimension of age. 
That is, one can argue that the urgency of making life choices tends to increase with 





endlessly postpone the decision to choose because even failing to do so in itself 
represents a choice. In summary, it can be argued that with maturation the factor of age 
loses its significance in defining the ways in which young people engage with the 
education process. This decline in the relevance of age for the development of 
aspirations can be understood in terms of the social and institutional significance of 
WUDQVLWLRQ ,Q UHODWLRQ WR WKLV SRLQW )XUORQJ DQG %LJJDUW   IRXQG WKDW µWKH
aspiration/expectation relationship was close during early secondary school¶. For most 
young people aspiration declines with maturation and this decline is a response to the 
development of awareness of the contextual or structural factors. It is in this change of 
aspiration over time that the factor of age gives an insight into the nature of the 
development of aspirations. However, this is not to suggest that aspirations are high in 
childhood and early adolescence only because of the limitations of the stage of cognitive 
development these children are at, for these dimensions also form the basis for the 
socialisation influences to bear meaning. 




:3-6"4$'"(+&. 5(*.-(6"4<.$+%.-(6"4<.3$B)*&; 7KHPHV OLNH µFRPPXQLW\ HQJDJHPHQW¶ DQG
µFRPPXQLW\FRKHVLRQ¶KDYHEHHQDFHQWUDOIRFXVIRUVXFFHVVLYHJRYHUQPHQWVLQ%ULWDLQ
(Blake et al., 2008; Change Institute, 2009; Diamond, 2010; Rhamie, Bhopal and Bhatti, 
2012). Ethnic minority communities, particularly those of Muslim background are 
µXQGHU SXEOLF DQG JRYHUQPHQW VFUXWLQ\¶ DQG RI DGGLWLRQDO LQWHUHVW WR SROLF\ PDNHUV
owing to the current global security concerns (Change Institute, 2009: 20). 
Consequently, there is a need to become cognisant of the dynamics within these 
communities so as to be able to address effectively pertinent issues that affect their daily 
lives, such as housing, education, unemployment, crime and since recently, security in 
the widest sense of the word. In April 2009, the Change Institute produced a report 
commissioned by the Cohesion Directorate of Department of Communities and Local 
*RYHUQPHQWV WR LGHQWLI\KRZWKH8.µFRXOGEHVWHQJDJHDQGZRUNLQSDUWQHUVKLSZLWK
VSHFLILF FRPPXQLWLHV¶ &KDQJH ,QVWLWXWH7KH6RPDOLFRPPXQLW\ZDVRQHRI
thirteen Muslim ones targeted in this Understanding Muslim Communities project and 





I anticipate that my research will have some policy implications in that it sheds light on 
the focal community, which could prove valuable for effectively supporting it. 
Some of the key themes emerging from my research deemed relevant for policy makers 
include the insight that the internal division among the Somali community has generated 
complexities for multicultural policies. I suggest that a sophisticated understanding of 
the UK Somali community is required, because trying to understand this community 
merely in the context of pre-migration narratives and historical social practice involves 
the risk of essentialising and freezing these features in time and space. Clearly, one can 
argue that polarisation in the Somali community overshadows the collective 
discrimination and prejudice they face in the hegemonic structural conditions. However, 
it is not only the historical and pre-migration social practices that define dynamics 
among members of this community, because the context of the host society equally 
shapes community dynamics. Moreover, I have emphasised the role young people 
coming of age in the diaspora play in the change dynamic their parent generation is 
going through.  
Second, the work presented in this thesis has implications for policy, because at the heart 
of the community engagement campaign is the task of linking up and working with local 
community organisations representing disadvantaged groups (Blake et al., 2008). That 
LVPRVW FRPPXQLW\RUJDQLVDWLRQV DUHSXEOLFO\ IXQGHG DQGPRVWSURYLGH µPRUHRI WKH
VDPH¶ UDWKHU WKDQ LQQRYDWLYH VHUYLFHV WKDW WUDQVFHQG WKH FRPPXQLW\ GLYLGH
intergenerational dissonance and gender issues. Given the current economic climate, 
where funding for charity is dwindling, a more targeted funding policy is ever more 
pressing. The challenge for funding bodies in proposals for community initiatives is to 
assess the extent to which the services provision being put forward is innovative and the 
degree to which there is wide support for it from the different sections of the 
community. I suggest that without careful consideration, multicultural policies that 
encourage community initiatives within the Somali community may unwittingly 
contribute to community cleavage rather than cohesion. In this respect, I hope that my 
research has generated some insights into the problematic relations among members of 
the Somali community and the implications of these for its intergenerational social 
mobility. 
:3-6"4$'"(+&. 5(*.4(330+"'<.@(*B.$+%.4(330+"'<.@(*B)*&; There is a genuine concern 
about the continuation of kinship #$/"'0& WR XVH %RXUGLHX¶V WHUP VWLOO PHGLDWLQJ





of cultural heritage is, for first generation Somalis, something that cannot be 
compromised. The idea of community is their imagined retreat, and means stability for 
their selfhood. Indeed, informal support is arranged through extensive kinship networks 
and also the idea of community imagination has a positive impact for what has been 
FDOOHG HWKQLFPLQRULW\ µSODFH-PDNLQJ¶ *LOO 9DOHQWLQH HW DO   IRXQG
that the mere awareness of being SDUWRIDODUJHUFRPPXQLW\IHHGVLQWRWKHµSHUFHSWLRQRI
safety and trust¶ +RZHYHU WKH SUREOHP LV WKDW VXFK IHHOLQJ VDIH DPLGVW RQH¶V RZQ
community is not sufficient for mobilising organised forms of collective representation. 
One implication I hope that the findings and arguments from my research will have for 
community workers is that they will challenge the taken-for-granted assumptions that all 
cultural practices are inherently good, for clearly some require critical reflection on the 
part of community leaders. One particular custom that is re-enacted in the diaspora, 
often among the first generation, is the role of kinship-based social relations in the 
formation of cohesive Somali community organisations. I suggest that the problem with 
the kinship-embedded social organisation can perhaps be understood in terms of what 
*UDQRYHWWHUFDOOVµWKHSUREOHPRIHPEHGGHGQHVV¶LQDNLQGRIVRFLDOUHODWLRQVKLS
practice, which though in principle is meant to advance the interest of the individual 
through reciprocal relations, overlooks the exclusion dimension that creates cleavages in 
the same community that is meant to coalesce together. For community workers, not all 
the apprehensions about discontinuity in the native heritage should indeed be seen as a 
loss. On the contrary, it is contended that discontinuities in the intergenerational 
transmission of the kinship script could perhaps mark the beginning of a more cohesive 
community in the younger generations who will assert demands for collective identity 
on the basis of what they collectively share. That said, one cannot ignore the political 
dimensions of the kinship structure and the role of transnational links in maintaining 
these in the diaspora. For, kinship relations and politics have become closely interrelated 
in Somali cultural and political practice. 
Serving the Somali community, for both community workers and policy makers, 
UHTXLUHV FULWLFDO HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK IXQGDPHQWDO LVVXHV WKDW WRXFK RQH¶V RQWRORJLFDO
security. To be a Somali is to have a known mythical ancestral lineage, and hence 
kinship identity carries profound meaning, in the sense that it carries what Portes (2010: 
FDOOVµQRUPDWLYHEOXHSULQWV¶IRUVRFLDOUHODWLRQVKLSV0RUHRYHUWREHD6RPDOLLVWR
be Muslim and I contend that these WZRµVLJQLILHUV¶FRQVWLWXWHWKHFRUHRIZKDWPDNHVWKH





that Islam has become a key marker of what it is to be a Somali in the West. 
Notwithstanding diversity in Islam and the role of individual agency of kinship identity, 
the organising frameworks of these phenomena pull the Somali community in different 
directions. As discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, there are dynamics of change that 
challenge the continuity of these aspects in the diaspora. Indeed, discontinuity of some 
forms of kinship-based social relationships might be a solution to the intractable 
dilemma in Somali community relations. However, the difficulty is that such a break 
with the past is exactly the discontinuity the parent generation wants to resist and even 
more interestingly, provides the UDLVRQ G¶rWUH for the formation of community 
organisations.  
Those working with the Somali community should engage critically with community 
processes to find ways of rising above the divide generated and maintained by kinship 
practices. However, I suggest that this is not an easy task, for it involves negotiating the 
risk inherent in the enactment of native cultural practices, which includes the reification 
of differences among different kinship groups. Such kinship social practice is also often 
difficult to overcome because kinship as a system is the basic fabric of the people of 
Somali heritage; it is determined through a complex web of genealogical relations that 
are )&&)+'"$6"&"+, and these shape the social location of individuals within the kinship 
landscape. These )&&)+'"$6"&"+, differences between different kinship groups underpin 
much of how Somalis interact with one another through a kinship prism that polarises 
community relations into in-groups and out-groups and in certain situations even into 
friends and foes. Of course, kinship-based social practices are more ambiguous than can 
be represented in the simple binary of in-group and out-group. It is this ambiguity that 
makes it difficult for Somalis to negotiate contradictions implicated in the kinship 
system and also difficult for policy makers to understand Somalis. Thus, the challenge 
for community leaders is to be aware that the search for meaning in life can potentially 
put Somali young people at risk of crime or transnational radicalisation and to help their 
incorporation into the native culture. 
:3-6"4$'"(+&.5(*.&4#((6&; Education has several aims to serve. In its instrumental sense it 
FDQEHFRQVLGHUHGDVµSUHSDUDWLRQIRUOLIH¶:LQFKDQGDVDZD\RIachieving 
intergenerational social mobility. But instrumental engagement with education for the 
EHQHILW RI DGYDQFLQJ RQH¶V FDUHHU SURVSHFWV UHTXLUHV VRSKLVWLFDWHG NQRZOHGJH DQG
understanding of not only the schooling system, but also the intricacies of the labour 






to be absent from young pHRSOH¶VSRVW-16 strategies and also neglected in the popular 
discourses among this community. Instead, engagement with education on its own is 
seen as an end in itself and this has practical relevance: alternatives to education are 
limited and dropping out increases the risk of delinquency. In policy circles and schools, 
young people from black and minority ethnic groups are often portrayed in terms of 
deficiency discourses, which focus on either their cultural or racial backgrounds. 
Consequently, much of tKH UKHWRULF RI µUDLVLQJ DVSLUDWLRQ RI EODFN ER\V¶ LQWHUYHQWLRQV
(DfES, 2003) does not adequately address fundamental issues of social justice and 
distribution. In their longitudinal study of science aspirations amongst minority ethnic 
students, DeWitt et al. (2011: 261) point out that their findings do not reconcile with 
how these communities are positioned in government policy discourses, i.e. that poor 
educational outcomes and problems with post-SURJUHVVLRQLVGXHWRµDFXOWXUHRIORZ
aspiration¶. This mismatch between aspiration/expectation on the one side and outcome 
RQWKHRWKHULVZHOOFDSWXUHGE\*LOOERUQHWDO¶VWLWOHµ<RXJRWDSDVVVRZKDWPRUHGR
\RXZDQW"¶*LOOERUQHWDO,QGHHGLQWKHLUVWXG\RIEODFNPLGGOH-class families, 
Gillborn et al. (2012: 121) found that it is the intersectional relationship between class, 
µrace¶ and gender that defines the everyday experiences of these families and their 
children. 
However, the young people in my research showed no signs of lack of aspiration and 
indeed, in many cases there was over-aspiration. During the fieldwork, I noted that quite 
often the Somali young people have been navigating their way through the numerous 
post-16 education trajectories without much help from their parents and without career 
advice from the wider Somali community. That is, for most of them such support does 
not exist, which is often because their parents lack the required cultural capital for 
engaging with the education process. There is among the community organisations a 
consensus that Somali young people lack required guidance around instrumental 
engagement with education; instrumental in the sense of career outcomes. It is here that 
schools and community organisations can make a difference to the ways in which they 
engage with the complexities of post-16 education pathways. The concerns are then 
more about poor educational outcomes than about lack of aspirations and reflect the 
trenchant inequalities of opportunities in the labour market rather than oppositional 
behaviour or non-engagement with the education process. Positive engagement with 





stepping stone for enhancing life-chances. For, to do so requires not merely familiarity 
with the schooling system but also understanding the world of work. Lack of knowledge 
of the intricacies of the instrumental utility of education and how it is related to the 
employment market often leads young people to become disillusioned when the 
anticipated outcome of their efforts fall short of their expectations. Community 
organisations could be a source of information and of inspiration. 
Consequently, it is the denial of the full rights of citizenship they confront in their new 
homeland that can drive alienated Somali young people to fall into the trap of social 
exclusion or to seek belonging elsewhere, in particular, in an imagined global 033$#. I 
suggest that the risk of radicalisation among these people across the West makes a 
critical understanding of what is going on for and among them even more imperative. 
The stories of the few young people benefiting from additional support or career advice 
from someone they associate themselves with speak volumes of the need for 
instrumental career guidance to supplement the low degree of cultural capital at the 
family level. What would help avert the risk of alienation is perhaps to address the 
contradictions of multiculturalism where cultural pluralism is embraced, but critical 
issues of belonging in the multLFXOWXUDOµPHOWLQJSRW¶LQWHUPVRILPSURYHGOLIH-chances, 
are out of reach for most of these young people.!Addressing issues of the persistent gap 
in educational performance and outcomes that run along ethnic and racial lines could 
perhaps be achieved if the meritocratic values education offers, or better, should offer, 
are translatable into social mobility for all. Also, if children and young people see 
µSHRSOHRIWKHLUNLQG¶ZRUNLQJLQWKHVFKRROVWKH\DWWHQGRULQSXEOLFRIILFHVWKH\YLVLW
much of the feeling of hopelessness and alienation could perhaps be ameliorated. 
Clearly, addressing social injustice inherent in the hegemonic social organisation cannot 
be easily dealt with through a tokenistic recruitment of staff from black and minority 
ethnic communities. Gillborn (2008: 16) argues that racial inequality in education is an 
LQWULQVLF SDUW RI WKH µFXUUHQW V\VWHP¶ +RZHYHU SRVLWLYH LPSOLFDWLRQV RI WKH ORFDO
workforce (teachers, police officers, social workers, health professionals) reflecting the 
cRPSRVLWLRQ RI WKH ORFDO FRPPXQLWLHV IRU \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V VXEMHFWLYLWLHV FDQQRW EH
underestimated either. 
Of course, addressing concerns surrounding the Somali young people also requires 
practical support, but this should be provided while taking into account the values of the 
people and their families. Clearly, making additional support available requires political 





Canada, where in January 2014, a group of Somali parents demonstrated against what 
WKH\SHUFHLYHGDV µVWLJPDWLVDWLRQ¶RI WKHLU FKLOGUHQDW VFKRRO DIWHU WKH7RURQWR'LVWULFW
6FKRRO%RDUGVHWXSDµ6RPDOL7DVN)RUFH¶IRUDGGLWLRQDOHGXFDWLRQSURYLVLRQBrown, 
2014). The demonstrating parents demanded that their children should be treated within 
the mainstream provision. Hence, there is a fine balance between portraying Somali 
young people as being in need of requiring additional support and ensuring that it is 
appropriate. Ultimately, these are young people and like most in contemporary societies 
WKH\ VWUXJJOH ZLWK OLIH WUDQVLWLRQ GXULQJ WKLV FULWLFDO SHULRG RI µHPHUJLQJ DGXOWKRRG¶
(Arnett, 2000).  
:3-6"4$'"(+&. 5(*. '#)(*<. $+%. $+$6<'"4$6. 5*$3)@(*B&; Finally, my research has a few 
theoretical or analytical implications. First, it is argued that this study has contributed to 
the complexities of the conceptual frameworks that draw on collectivities, such as the 
analytical frameworks of the social capital or culturalist perspectives.!These frameworks!
have been used to explain variations in patterns of social mobility amongst immigrant 
young people by focusing on the facilitative role of social networks and interpersonal 
relationships.! The strength of these analytical frameworks is that they harmonise 
contextual processes and opportunity structures in the receiving society on the one side 
and factors operating at the micro level, i.e. norms, value orientations, language and 
interpersonal relationships embodied in the cultural practices of immigrant communities, 
on the other.!However, their uncritical deployment for explaining why certain attributes 
of ethnic minority groups work for some immigrant communities and not for others 
underplays the dynamics of power relations within these communities and histories of 
alienation (Tlili and Obsiye, 2013). Moreover, the role of critical agency and 
subjectivities has been similarly neglected. Instead, I have suggested that the way in 
which young people from ethnic minority communities engage with opportunities in 
their transition to adulthood should be conceptualised as a process, which unfolds in a 
discursive social environment that is informed by both contextual and cultural factors. 
My approach has involved taking the cultural attributes of different socio-cultural groups 
into account and relating these to the prevailing socioeconomic and opportunity 
structures. My analysis has also shown that the interplay between these factors has 
different outcomes for different socio-cultural groups. Of course, there is now a growing 
OLWHUDWXUH WKDW IRUHJURXQGV WKH UROH RI VXEMHFWLYLWLHV RU WKH µraced¶ DQG classed power 





(Bhopal and Maylor, 2014; Werbner 2013b) and in this respect I hope my findings have 
contributed to this growing body of literature. 
A second theoretical/analytical implication of this research relates to the factor of age. It 
has highlighted the neglected role of the factor of age/life stage in the construction of 
choice biographies. In particular, it has emerged that age is one of the key parameters 
underlying the changing pattern of aspirations. The factor of age cuts across racial, class 
and social groups, but in the sociological research literature, its significance has not 
received as much attention as it requires. In fact, much of this literature pays only scant 
attention to the age-related dimension of aspirations and this neglect is perhaps related to 
WKHSUHGRPLQDQFHRIWKHVRFLRORJLFDOFRQFHSWVRIµUDFH¶HWKQLFLW\FOass and gender that 
have in a sense overshadowed age as a significant variable within sociological 
explanatory frameworks. I discussed this gap in the literature in Section 2.2 of Chapter 2 
and revisited it again in the previous section of this chapter, where I argued that 
regardless of their µracLDO¶ or social origin young people tend to entertain age-related 
high ambitions and have strong belief in attaining their aspirations. 
While it is acknowledged that the developments of gender-specific roles are mediated 
through social practices, the factor of age remains salient to the development of the key 
FKDUDFWHULVWLFVRIFKLOGUHQ¶VDVSLUDWLRQVVXFKDVRSWLPLVPVHOI-efficacy, confidence and 
differences in aspirations/expectations. The key dimensions of aspiration, such as 
optimism, self-efficacy, confidence and the aspiration/expectations difference, are in 
some way related to age/life-stage. It might also be the case that the role of age in the 
age-related insights can be explained in the fact that these dimeQVLRQVRI\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
transition are often confused or perhaps even conflated with agency. Given this 
recognition of the role of age, one can argue that the formation of aspiration is not 
developmental -)*.&), but is, by and large, embodied in the choice-dependency paradox 
LQWKDWRQH¶VHDUO\OLIHFKRLFHVVKDSHRQH¶VVXEVHTXHQWWUDMHFWRULHV 
Finally, the findings presented in this thesis may also have some implications for the 
FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQRIWKHLGHDRIµFRPPXQLW\¶ZLWKLQWKHFRQWH[WRIVWXG\LQJSeople from 
UHIXJHHEDFNJURXQGV,QWKLVWKHVLV,KDYHPDGHDGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQµFRPPXQLW\¶DVD
group of people with not only shared, but also enacted commonalities (history, origin, 
culture, etc.) and as a collection of disjointed individuals with historically identifiable 
commonalities that are not enacted. In this sense, the idea of community has no meaning 
EH\RQG LWV µPHQWDO FRQVWUXFW¶ Cohen, 1989: 19) and, thus only remains an imagined 






positive connotations and a normative appeal. My thesis highlights the need to go 
beyond the deployment of the iGHDRIµFRPPXQLW\¶LQLWVQRUPDWLYHVHQVH$UJXDEO\WKH
polarisation of the relations among Somalis in the UK poses critical questions about the 
extent to which this fragmentation alters the normative assumptions underlying the idea 
of community and about its )&&)+'"$6"&"+, connotations. Going beyond the normalising 
FKDUDFWHURIµFRPPXQLW\¶LVDOVRUHTXLUHGEHFDXVHWKHDVVXPSWLRQVDERXWKRPRJHQHLW\
underlying its usage conceal the heterogeneity of the groups it describes. That is, like 
identity, groups of people can be lumped together by the majority groups and still 
regarded as a community. The Somali community is in a paradoxical situation: 
simultaneously fractured because of the internecine conflict in their country of origin 
and drawn together due to the alienating experiences in their everyday life in the host 
VRFLHW\ 7KLV DPELYDOHQW UHODWLRQVKLS JLYHV WKH FRQFHSW RI µFRPPXQLW\¶ D GLIIHUHQW
character and meaning to what its totalising meaning would give.  
 9.8 Future research  
I conclude this study by considering those areas that require further research. My 
analysis has led me to identify three key areas that future research on issues relating to 
Somali young people, their families and communities should consider. First, 
investigation will be required into the extent to which immigrant optimism, which 
underlies the positive attitude towards education and as well as presumably the logic of 
migration as whole, survives in the subsequent generations of young people of Somali 
descent in the UK. Kao and Tienda (1995) predict that immigrant optimism declines 
over time, because the longer they remain in the adopted country, the more their 
offspring become exposed to the negative peer pressure of the deprived neighbourhoods 
they often come to live in, which subVHTXHQWO\ OHDGV WKHP WR DFFHSW WKHLU µDOORWWHG¶
position in the classed and racialised mainstream society. That is, unfavourable 
educational outcomes are likely to give rise to grounds for pessimism that make young 
people lose interest in utilising the opportunities available to them. Moreover, the view 
RIµLPPLJUDQWRSWLPLVP¶LVUHSUHVHQWHGLQFXOWXUDOLVWWHUPVLHWKDWFXOWXUHSURYLGHVILUVW
generation immigrants with a frame of reference within which they can make sense of 







Second, in many ways the young people whose accounts this study is based on are 
trendsetters in that the majority of them are the first cohort to have gone through the UK 
education syVWHP7KH\EHDU WKHEXUGHQRIKDYLQJ WR DFKLHYH WKHLUSDUHQWV¶ LPPLJUDQW
dreams, and in this regard their educational outcomes mark the intergenerational social 
mobility of the emerging Somali community, but a full picture of their outcomes is yet 
to be seen. At this stage it has been noted that because of the life stage they are at, there 
are some early positive signs of drive and agency, but also reasonable causes for 
concern. While the majority of these young people are trying their best to utilise 
educational opportunities, for many their educational/career outcomes are problematic as 
they face the risk of becoming disaffected and socially marginalised. Moreover, this 
research has been thematically limited to questions pertaining to the ways in which 
Somali young people engage with education and construct their identities and belonging 
as well as the role of family and community dynamics in these processes. However, 
factors such as anti-social behaviour, crime, popular culture, leisure and gender were not 
H[SORUHG,QWKHFDVHRIµFULPH¶LWKDVEHHQQRWHGWKDWWKHUHLVFRQFHUQDPRQJWKHILUVW
generation Somalis about high incarceration rates of their young people, usually young 
males. That is, there is the perception that they face greater risk of downward 
assimilation than their female counterparts and consequently most community 
organisations cater more for young males than young females. Consequently, the issue 
of gender appears to be absent from most community leisure activities. However, the 
topics of crime, leisure and gender were not the focus of my study. So future research 
could shed light on the extent to which high incarceration rates exist among the Somali 
community and the extent to which risk of social exclusion affects only young males. 
Moreover, growing up within contemporary youth subcultures in the UK, where positive 
engagement with the schooling system is not necessarily the norm, Somali young people 
face an increased risk of alienation. There are discrepancies between what their parents 
expect of them and the challenges of social exclusion they face in their daily lives. These 
FRQWH[WXDO SUREOHPV DUH H[DFHUEDWHG E\ WKH SUHFDULRXV VLWXDWLRQ RI WKHLU SDUHQWV¶
generation, whose stay in the UK is defined by a shift from an unsettled presence, in the 
sense that they wish to return to their country of origin, to a settled absence, whereby 
they are becoming settled, but not fully incorporated socioeconomically in the host 
society. With longer duration in the host country, it is likely that the next generations of 
WKLV FRPPXQLW\ ZLOO ILQG ZD\V RI GHDOLQJ ZLWK WKH µFRQWUDGLFWLRQV LQVFULEHG LQ WKHLU





host country and country of descent. For, one of the key aspects of the family dynamics 
of the current cohort is the lack of a three-generation family make-up and it could be the 
case that subsequent generations will enjoy the benefit of the presence of their families 
over three generations. The theme of parental involvemHQW LQ WKH \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
engagement with education has repeatedly emerged from their accounts, but no parents 
were spoken to directly about their experiences. Given the centrality of the parental role 
in the processes discussed, future work should focus on their perspectives so as to 
complement the findings presented in this thesis. In particular, it would have been 
interesting to explore to what extent family strategies are mediated by the 
intergenerational differences. That is, future research should consider studying parental 
YLHZVLQUHODWLRQWRWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VHYROYLQJFKRLFHELRJUDSKLHV 
 
Finally, the study is geographically limited to London and community relations might be 
different for the Somali communities in other regions in the UK and it would therefore 
prove fruitful to compare the Somali community dynamics in general or Somali youth in 
particular in London with those elsewhere in the UK. This does not, however, mean that 
the relevance of the findings is limited to London. On the contrary, I anticipate that they 
will have some wider relevance for understanding problems and prospects that Somali 
youth are faced with not only in other regions of the UK, but also in other adopted 
countries in the West. As Lofland and Lofland (1984: 124) suggest, social scientists 
should not only concern themselves with the uniqueness of individual cases, but rather 
with the underlying uniformity. I also envisage that the insights about the community 
dynamics highlighted in this thesis will yield useful understanding regarding the social 
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Appendix C1: Information Sheet for Participants ± Young People 
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the purpose of this research, and will be destroyed upon completion.  
If you wish, I will give you a copy of my analysis and findings once the research is completed. 
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and information (Dr. Anwar Tlili, anwar.tlili@kcl.ac.uk). I hope you will be able to 
contribute to this research, and I thank you very much for considering taking part in this 
research. If you have any questions or concerns, or if there is anything that is not clear 
and you would like more information please contact me using any of the contact details 
listed below. Alternatively you might contact my supervisor Dr. Anwar Tlili. 
Best wishes, 
Mohamed Obsiye 
Department of Education & Professional 
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Appendix C2: Information Sheet for Participants - Young People 
REC Protocol Number: REP (EM)/09/10-30 
Title of study: The Role of Social Capital in the Educational and 
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By way of introduction my name is Mohamed Obsiye. I am doing a PhD in Education Research 
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study I am focussing on the educational and career choice-making of the Somali youth. You 
should only participate if you are willing to do so. If you choose not to take part it will not 
disadvantage you in any way. Before you decide whether you want to take part, it is important 
that you understand why I am doing this research, how I have identified you as a potential 
participant and what I intend to do with the information you give me. Please read the following 
information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.  
To be able to start conducting this research I have sought and obtained ethical approval from 
King's College London. My aim in this study is to explore how Somali youth go about choosing 
between the different educational and career opportunities. I am planning to interview 20 young 
people who, like you, are between the age of 16 and 21 years. I have selected you because your 
local Somali community organisation or a friend of yours, whom I have already interviewed, 
advised me that you might be able to participate. However, it is still up to you whether or not 
you are willing to participate. They will not know about your participation. The interview will 
take about 45 minutes and will be held at a location convenient to you, such as a coffee shop or 
on the premises of a community organisation. The interviews will mainly concern how you have 
come to the educational or choice you have made and your career ambitions for the future. We 
will also discuss your views regarding Somali community organisations. 
If you decide to take part you are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. 
You will have the right to withdraw your data at anytime even after we complete the interview 
and up until 30th March 2011 when I start to write up my research. Please note that the data 
collected will be treated as confidential. In the analysis of the interviews and writing there will 
be no information that can identify you as a participant. All my records and data will be 
DFFHVVLEOHRQO\WRP\VHOIDQGZLOOEHKHOGVHFXUHO\DW.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQDFFRUGLQJ to the 
'DWD3URWHFWLRQ$FWDQGLQDFFRUGDQFHZLWKWKH&ROOHJH¶VJXLGHOLQHVRQUHVHDUFKHWKLFV$OO
recordings and data will be used only for the purpose of this research, and will be destroyed 
upon completion. If you wish, I will you a copy of your interview once transcribed so that you 
can comment on it or make corrections. Also I will give you a copy of my analysis and findings 
once the research is completed. You can email me your request at Mohamed.obsiye@kcl.ac.uk. 
,I WKLV UHVHDUFKKDVKDUPHG\RX LQDQ\ZD\\RXFDQFRQWDFW.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQXVLQJ WKH
details below for further advice and information (Dr. Anwar Tlili, anwar.tlili@kcl.ac.uk). I hope 
you will be able to contribute to this research, and I thank you very much for considering taking 
part in this research. If you have any questions or concerns, or if there is anything that is not 
clear and you would like more information please contact me using any of the contact details 







PhD Student  
Department of Education & Professional Studies 
.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQ 
Franklin-Wilkins Building  
Waterloo Road 
London SE1 9NN 
Mobile: 079 4469 8022 
Email: Mohamed.obsiye@kcl.ac.uk 
Dr. Anwar Tlili 
Department of Education & Professional Studies 
.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQ 
Franlin-Wilkins Building (WBW; Room 3/13) 
Waterloo Road 
London SE1 9NH 






Appendix C3: Information Sheet for Representatives of Community 
O rganisations  
REC Protocol Number: REP (EM)/09/10-30  
Title of study: The Role of Social Capital in the Educational and Career Choice Making of 
the Somali Youth in London 
By way of introduction my name is Mohamed Obsiye. I am doing a PhD in Education Research 
DW.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQ,DPZULWLQJWR\RXWRLQYLWH\RXWRSDUWLFLSDWH in this research. In this 
study I am focussing on the educational and career choice making of the Somali youth. You 
should only participate if you are willing to do so. If you choose not to take part it will not 
disadvantage you in any way. Before you decide whether you want to take part, it is important 
that you understand why I am doing this research, how I have identified you as a potential 
participant and what I intend to do with the information you give me. Please read the following 
information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.  
For carrying out this research I have sought and obtained ethical approval from King's College 
London. My aim with this study is to explore how Somali young people go about choosing 
between the different educational and career opportunities beyond their compulsory education. I 
am planning to interview 10 representatives of community organisations and 20 young people. I 
have selected your organisation because your organisation meets my sampling criteria, which 
includes locality, number of years the organisation is in operation and engagement with youth 
related projects. However, it is still up to you whether or not you are willing to participate. The 
interview will take about 45 minutes and will be held at a location convenient to you. The 
interviews will mainly concern your views regarding how the Somali youngsters go about 
making choices in the vast educational and career opportunities available. We will also discuss 
your views regarding the role of Somali community organisations in assisting the youth in 
planning their lives. 
If you have any concerns please do let me know using any of the contact details shown at the 
bottom of this letter. Please be assured that that your organisation will not be disadvantaged in 
any way for not participating. If you decide to take part you are still free to withdraw at any time 
and without giving a reason. You will have the right to withdraw your data at anytime even after 
we complete the interview and up until 30th March 2011 when I start to write up my research. 
Please note that the data collected will be treated as confidential, stored securely and will be 
accessible only to myself as the researcher on this project and in the analysis and writing there 
will be no information that can identify you as a participant. All my records and data related to 
WKLVUHVHDUFKZLOOEHKHOGVHFXUHO\DW.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQDFFRUGLQJWRWKH'DWD3URWHFWLRQ
$FWDQGLQDFFRUGZLWKWKH&ROOHJH¶VJXLGHOLQHVRQUHVHDUFKHWKLFV$OOUHFRUGLQJVDnd data 
will be used only for the purpose of this research, and will be destroyed upon completion. If you 
wish, I will you a copy of your interview once transcribed so that you can comment on it or 
make corrections. Also I will give you a copy of my analysis and findings once the research is 
completed. You can email me your request at Mohamed.obsiye@kcl.ac.uk. 
,I WKLV UHVHDUFKKDVKDUPHG\RX LQDQ\ZD\\RXFDQFRQWDFW.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQXVLQJ WKH
details below for further advice and information (Dr. Anwar Tlili, anwar.tlili@kcl.ac.uk). I hope 
you will be able to contribute to this research, and I thank you very much for considering taking 
part in this research. If you have any questions or concerns, or if there is anything that is not 
clear and you would like more information please contact me using any of the contact details 







Department of Education & Professional 
Studies 
.LQJ¶V &ROOHJH /RQGRQ )UDQNOLQ-Wilkins 
Building  
Waterloo Road 
London SE1 9NN 
Mobile: 079 4469 8022 
Email: Mohamed.obsiye@kcl.ac.uk 
 
Dr. Anwar Tlili 
Department of Education & Professional 
Studies 
.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQ 
Franlin-Wilkins Building (WBW; Room 3/13) 
Waterloo Road 
London SE1 9NH 























Appendix D: Reflective Journal on Recruiting Young People Research Participants 
Recruiting and collecting interview data from young people is not always straight 
forward. This has been the case today when I attended a Saturday football training 
session organised by one of the community organisations in my research, which they 
hold for the young people in their neighbourhood. This community leader, a gate keeper, 
invited me to this session, advising he would introduce me to a few young people to 
interview. I got myself ready for the visit by printing off a few copies of the information 
sheet for the potential research participants and arrived at the football ground well on 
time. About forty young people turned up for the training, and they were divided into 
two age groups (under twelve and over twelve) and then, because the training ground 
was too small, each group was subdivided into smaller teams of six players each. As the 
manager confided to me, some days up to seventy young people come to play football 
and often three adults, the community leader and two coaches, come to supervise the 
activity. One of the coaches was a college student, just a few years older than the older 
age group.  
While waiting on the side line and watching them play and interact, I approached those 
waiting for their turns and became involved in talks with them between the match turns. 
Although it was not my original intention, my just being there and watching them play 
and interacting with them could perhaps be considered as observing. There were some 
insightful interactions I observed. For instance, I noted that based on their lexicon as 
VHFRQGJHQHUDWLRQ6RPDOLVDUHRIWHQUHIHUUHGWRDVWKHµ&$<.@$66$#".,)+)*$'"(+¶7KH\DUH
given this reference because of English being their predominant language and the fact 
WKDW WKHLU FRQYHUVDWLRQ LV SDWWHUQHG E\ IUHTXHQW LQWHUMHFWLRQ ZLWK WKH SKUDVH RI µVD\
@$66$#"¶ HTXLYDOHQW WR µDUH \RX VHULRXV EORRG"¶ DQG LWV UHVSRQVH RI µ@$66$#"¶
HTXLYDOHQW WR µ, VZHDU GRZQ¶ LQ WKHLU FRQYHUVDWLRQV EXW Eeyond these Anglicised 
lexicons, there were no traces of Somali language. Hearing all this, I just wondered why 
this generation is depicted as having English as a second language. Language is often 
regarded as important for the transmission of native cultural norms and values. I 
reflected that observation as a method of data collection could have been more 
appropriate than interviewing: observing what they do, how they do it, their interaction, 
and their engagement with the activity.  
The second observation I made was that outdoor activities are primarily focused on 
males, but that this gaps though recognised by the community leaders it is still justified 
on the basis that young males are an increased risk of alienation than their female peers. 
The topic of µJHQGHU¶ZDVQRWQHFHVVDULO\DFHQWUDOIRFXVRIP\UHVHDUFKEXWZKDW,KDYH
QRWHGWRGD\ZDVµDPDOH-ELDVHG¶VHUYLFHSURYLVLRQ0RUHRYHU,QRWHGWKDWWKHUHZHUHQR
parents present or even came to drop or pick up their children. The organisation has, 
indeed, made transport arrangements for the children. The high turnout for the football 
activity testifies the centrality of outdoor activities for young people. In addition to 
tuition, outdoor activities are very popular among the young.  
After the match I approached a few young people I had identified earlier and had given 
them a copy of the information sheet, and because it was not practical to interview them 
at the venue, I wanted to arrange convenient times and places for doing so. I soon found 
out that they were obviously more excited about discussing the match than considering 
keeping my information letter let alone prepared to talk to me, and I soon found the 
letter I gave them flying around the ground. Collecting the letters, I thought to myself 
how difficult it is to interview young people in situations where there is distraction, 
because my interview would be distraction to their after-match debate, however in some 





one when I similarly visited a youth centre. On that occasion, I managed to interview 
one young person from the say @$66$#" generation, but the quality of the recording and 
depth of the interview were both disappointing. You could hear the table tennis ping 
ponging in the background.  
Having failed to get any young person to interview on this occasion, I approached the 
younger coach and asked whether he would be prepared to participate in my research, to 
which he willingly agreed. We went to a local McDonalG¶V UHVWDXUDQW%HFDXVH LWZDV
noisy in the background, I asked my respondent to hold the recorder closer instead of 
putting it on the table. Unfortunately, just after around thirty minutes into the interview, 
we were told the restaurant was about to close. Back at home, I wanted to transfer my 
GD\¶VKDUYHVWRI D WKLUW\PLQXWH ORQJ LQWHUYLHZ WRP\FRPSXWHU IRU VWRUDJHEXW IRXQG
that only four minutes was recorded and even the sound quality of the four minutes was 
poor, because it was polluted by the screeching of the tables in the background. I thought 
the battery must have died, but noted it was fine. The only other explanation I had for 
the lost recording was that because I gave the recorder to the interviewee, he must have 
fiddled with it. While interviewing was my main tool for collecting data, such 
experiences surrounding the context of my data collection influenced my overall 






Appendix E : Profile of Research Participants - Young People 
No Name*  Sex Age Place of birth Typology** Current situation Brief biography 
1 Abdirahman Male 25 Somalia Diaspora-raised Youth worker Abdirahman is the son of a seaman. He came to the UK at the age of seven 
and has since completed a BA degree course in Business Management. At 
the time of the interview, he was working as a youth worker, but also 
planning to start his own business.  
2 Aboukar Male 23 Somalia Newcomer Not in education, 
employment or 
training  
Aboukar is a newly arrived young immigrant. He has been in the UK for 
eight months and spoke very limited English, but was keen to start English 
language courses. I met him at a community centre where I interviewed him 
together with Badr and Mahdi. 
3 Adam Male 24 Somalia Diaspora-raised Casual worker Adam came to the UK as an unaccompanied minor seeking asylum when he 
was fifteen years old. He initially went to live with an aunt, but soon the 
relationship broke down and he was accommodated by the Social Services of 
a London Local Authority and placed with a foster carer. He has had 
numerous foster placement breakdowns and as a consequence of that not 
settled into any form of education, got involved in the world of drugs, but 
got himself back on track by resorting to his faith. At the time of the 
interview, he was working as a casual labourer, married with a daughter and 
the only respondent who was a parent. I met Adam in a local Somali café 
and interviewed him in a nearby park. 
 
4 Ahmed Male 15 Netherlands Diaspora-born GCSE student Ahmed came to the UK with his family who moved from the Netherlands 
where he was born. When I met him he was revising for his GCSE exams at 
his friend¶V house (Hassan, see below). 
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5 Aisha Female 20 Norway Diaspora-born Gap year student Aisha was born in Norway, but has lived in the UAE for five years and then 
in Somalia for one year before coming to UK where she started in Year 11. 
She has completed a BTEC (college) course and had an offer for a university 
place in city in the UK, but at the time of the interview she had chosen to 
take a year out before commencing her university course and was doing 
voluntary work in a community centre where I met her. 
6 Ali Male 15 Somalia Diaspora-raised GCSE student Ali was born in Somalia but grew up in Ethiopia and Saudi Arabia before his 
family came to the UK when he was ten years old. I interviewed him at a 
community centre where he attends weekend supplementary classes and 
Koran studies.  
7 Amina Female 24 Somaliland Diaspora-raised University student Amina came to the UK from the Netherlands where she lived from age two 
and studied in an international school. She initially came to the UK with her 
father and her other family members joined them later. When I met her, she 
was finishing her master¶V degree in law at a London university and I 
interviewed Amina at a university campus. 
8 Anisa Female 23 Saudi Arabia Diaspora-born Graduate job seeker Anisa was born in Saudi Arabia and has been in the UK since age two. She 
completed a degree course at a London university and at the time of our 
meeting she was working part-time in a retail shop, but was also looking for 
a graduate job commensurate with her education. I interviewed her together 
with her younger sister, Basra, at their parental home and in the presence of 
their father. I had to pair them up, because they were both observing Islamic 
conduct of dealing with an unrelated male. 
9 Ayan Female 14 Somalia Diaspora-raised GCSE student Ayan was born in Somalia, but grew up in Ethiopia and Saudi Arabia before 
her family came to the UK when she was 9 years old. I interviewed her at a 
community centre, which she and her older brother Ali (see above) attend for 
supplementary and Koran classes. 
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10 Badr Male 23 Somalia Diaspora-raised Not in education, 
employment or 
training 
Badr was born is Somalia, but moved to Saudi Arabia where he had his 
primary schooling and came to the UK five years ago. While in the UK, he 
attended college, but at the time of the interview he was unemployed, having 
left education and was thinking of leaving the UK, although he was 
undecided for which country. 
11 Basra Female 21 UK Second-generation University student Basra is UK-born and at the time of the interview was in the second year of a 
degree course in Tourism and Marketing at a London University. I 
interviewed Basra with her older sister Anisa (see above). 
12 Choukri Female 23 Somalia Diaspora-raised University student Choukri is the daughter of a seaman and came to the UK aged 3, having not 
been back to Somalia since then. At the time of the interview, she was 
studying on a PCGE course and planning to go into the teaching profession. I 
interviewed Choukri with her young sister, Deqa, at their parental home 
because they were both observing Islamic conduct of dealing with an 
unrelated male. 
13 Deqa Female 21 UK Second-generation University student Deqa is the daughter of a seaman who I interviewed with her older sister, 
Choukri (see above) at their parental home. When I met her, Deqa was in the 
first year of a degree course at a London university. 
 
14 Farah Male 21 Somalia Newcomer Not in education, 
employment or 
training 
Farah was a member of the group of young people I described as 
newcomers. When I met him he had been in the UK for only 8 months and 
spoke very limited English, but was exploring English language courses. I 
interviewed him in Somali. 
 
15 Geuddi Male 16 Kenya Diaspora-born A-levels student Geuddi was born in Kenya and came with his mother and siblings to the UK 
five years ago, reporting that his father had returned to Somaliland. I met 
him and his cousin, Youssuf, at a community centre where they attend 
supplementary classes. At the time I met him he had just completed his 
GCSEs and was waiting to start his A-levels. 
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16 Hamda Female 21 Netherlands Diaspora-born University student Hamda moved with her family from the Netherlands where she was born. I 
interviewed her at her PRWKHU¶V business venue. She was a second year 
business studies student and shared that she was the first in her family to go 
into higher education. 
17 Haroun Male 17 UK Second-generation A-levels student Haroun was UK-born. At the time of the interview, he was studying for his 
A-levels and was also working part-time in a high street retail shop. Haroun 
WROGPHKHJRWKLPVHOI LQYROYHGZLWKWKHµZURQJFURZG¶, which led to him 
having leave his parental home and change neighbourhoods so as to live with 
extended family. He said this move has worked for him and that he was now 
back on track. I interviewed him in a local chicken and chips shop. 
18 Hassan Male 15 Netherlands Diaspora-born GCSE student Hassan was born in the Netherlands. His family moved to the UK and first 
came to live in another big city in this country before settling in London. I 
interviewed him DQG KLV IULHQG$KPHG LQ+DVVDQ¶V SDUHQWDO KRPH$W WKH
time of visiting them WKH\ZHUHUHYLVLQJIRUWKHLU*66(H[DPVDQG+DVVDQ¶V
father who is private tutor was helping them.  
19 Hibo Female 15 UK Second-generation GCSE student I interviewed Hibo and her twin sister Rahma at their parental home. They 
came from a large family with younger siblings and an older brother who 
had gone through the GCSE experience and currently was helping her. 
20 Jamal Male 25 Somalia Diaspora-raised Not in education, 
employment or 
training 
Jamal shared that he migrated to Germany with his family at the age of 8 and 
WKHQPRYHGWRWKH8.WRMRLQKLVIDWKHU¶VVHFRQGIDPLO\+H had completed 
his A-levels and started a degree course but left for personal reasons. I met 
him at a community centre and at the time I met him he was unemployed. 
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21 Kaysar Male 15 UK Second-generation GCSE student Kaysar was the youngest of a family of four brothers and three sisters who 
had all gone through the GCSE process. I met and interviewed him at a 
community centre where he came for weekend supplementary and Koran 
classes. Kaysar said he had ambition of studying electronic engineering or 
business, adding that his father was an electronics engineer. 
22 Khadar Male 19 Netherlands Diaspora-raised University student, 
gap year 
Khadar was born in the Netherlands and relocated with his family to the UK 
when he was six years old. At the time of the interview, he was on a gap year 
during a degree course in civil engineering and was working for a courier 
company. He said he was considering quitting his degree course for an 
apprenticeship. I interviewed Khadar at his parental home. This was the 
VHFRQG WLPH , PHW KLP IROORZLQJ DQ HDUOLHU LQWHUYLHZ DW D 0F'RQDOG¶V
Restaurant when I experienced problems with the recording of the interview. 
23 Mahdi Male 22 Somalia Newcomer Not in education, 
employment or 
training 
Mahdi had arrived in the UK just two months previously. He told me that he 
had not had formal education in Ethiopia where he grew up and spent most 
of his life before coming to the UK, but studied Koran which he teaches to 
his relatives¶ children. At the time of the interview, he was not in education, 
training or employment, but was exploring ESOL courses and told me he 
often came to the community centre, where I interviewed him together with 
Aboukar and Badr, for advice and guidance about courses available. 
24 Nasir Male 15 Netherlands Diaspora-born GCSE student Nasir relocated with his family from the Netherlands. When I met him, he 
was revising for his GCSEs and told me he was the first of his family to go 
through the process, but added that his mother was helping him with a GCSE 
language option. I interviewed him at his parental home. 
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25 Omar Male 14 UK Second-generation GCSE student Omar is UK-born. I met him at a community centre where he was studying 
Koran classes and in addition told me he attended other private tuition as he 
was taking his GCSEs. He told me he was the first in his family to go 
through the GCSE processes, but that he had an uncle supporting him with 
his education. 
26 Rahma Female 15 UK Second-generation GCSE student Rahma LV+LER¶VWZLQVLVWHUVHHDERYH 
27 Sahra Female 24 UK Second-generation Social Worker Sahra is daughter of a seaman and second youngest from a family of seven 
siblings, but the first to go to university. Sahra had completed BA and MA 
degrees and at the time of the interview and was working as a social worker. 
I interviewed Sahra at her workplace. 
28 Suad Female 14 UK Second-generation GCSE student Suad UK-born, came from a large family. I met her in one of the community 
centres, which she attended during weekends for supplementary classes and 
Koran studies. One of her older sisters was a tutor at the community centre 
and she had an older brother who also helped her with maths. 
29 Yassin Male 17 UK Second-generation College student  Yassin is UK-born. I met him in a youth centre and at the time of the 
interview he was taking a BTEC course in engineering. Yassin told me he 
had an older brother.  
30 Youssuf Male 16 Somalia Diaspora-raised A-levels student 
 
Youssuf was born in Somalia and came to the UK with his father and 
younger brother at a young age. He said he and his little brother were raised 
by their father adding that his mother had recently joined them in the UK. I 
met him and his cousin, Geuddi (see above), and interviewed him at a 
community centre where they attend for supplementary classes. 
*Pseudonyms 
** Typology: 
1. Diaspora-born: Those ERUQRXWVLGHWKH8.DQGRXWVLGHWKHLUSDUHQWV¶QDWLYHFRXQWU\ 
2. Diaspora-raised: Those born LQWKHLUSDUHQWV¶QDWLYHFRXQWU\but raised in the UK or elsewhere outside their parentV¶ native country 
3. Newcomer: Recently arrived in the UK 
4. Second-generation: UK-born to immigrant parents 
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Appendix F : Interview Questions 
 
Questions for Young people 
 
1. Can you tell be about your experiences with your education? 
 
2. What are you doing / have you done for your GCSEs and what do you hope or were hoping 
to achieve? 
 
3. Can you tell me what areas of work or profession you want/you wanted to go into? 
 
4. Can you describe how you have come to your choice and what is so attractive about it? 
 
5. Did you talk to your parents, siblings, friends or teachers about what you wanted to do?  
 
6. Where do you see yourself in the coming five years or so in terms of who you want to 
become?  
 
7. How would describe the Somali young people involve with education and employment 
compared to young people from other communities? 
 
8. How do you describe or identify yourself?  
 
9. How would you describe your contact with members of the Somali community or with 
community organisations? 
 
10. What do you expect of them to be doing for young people like yourself? 
 
11. Are there people from the Somali community who you look up to? 
 
 
Questions for Community Leaders 
 





2. What things have struck you? 
 
3. What are your thoughts regarding how Somali young people utilise educational and career 
opportunities? 
 
4. What are your thoughts about challenges Somali young people face in education or with 
growing up in London?  
 
5. What relations do you see exist between Somali young people and their older generation? 
 
6. Where do you see Somali community in the UK in the coming ten, twenty years? 
 
7. What role do you think organisations like yours could do to help educational performance of 
Somali young people? 
 
8. What role you think young people could play in the social and economic position of the 
Somali community? 
 
9. What are your thoughts regarding relations between the different Somali community 
organisations in London? 
 
10. Some people say having strong links with your own ethnic community has negative impact 
on your personal progress, but others say those who are well connected with their own 
community have strong self-identity which helps them with their personal development. 
Where do you stand in this? 
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Venue: Parental home 
Date: 07.12.2010 
Duration interview: 00:49:13 
[    ] corrected text  
«WH[WFXWWRVKRUWHQWKHWUDQVFULSW 
 
Time Interviewer/interviewee Codes 
00:00:00 MO: Thanks very much for agreeing to 
participate in this research... Your names 
ZLOO QRW EH PHQWLRQHG« , ZLOO FDOO \RX
&>KRXUNL@ « \RX GRQ¶W KDYH WR PHQWLRQ
your name. I start with you C[houkri], talk 
to me about your experiences... starting from 
\RXUFKLOGKRRG« 
 
 «  
 
 
C[houkri]: I came to this country when I was 
WKUHH,FDQ¶WUHDOO\UHPHPEHUPXFKDERXW
early years. I can remember my primary 
VFKRROH[SHULHQFH,ZDVQ¶WUHDOO\LQWHUHVWHG
in many of the subjects. Apart from science, 
I enjo\HGVFLHQFH«,GRQ¶WNQRZUHDOO\  
UK-raised 
 
Mixed feeling about previous schooling 
experiences 
 «  
 MO: Yeah  
 &>KRXNUL@ , ZDVQ¶W WKDW HQJDJHG XS XQWLO
probably  Year 5 when we started having 
like assessments and targets and stuff and I 
then I realised I had to get certain grades or 
certain levels... I remember Year 6, I 
remember, that was my first actual exam, we 
had SATs test. So that was intense. I 
remember studying for English, Science and 
0DWKV $QG,GLGQ¶WUHDOO\GRWKDWZHOO LQ
any. I did OK, I think... But, I think I was 
pretty average and none of the subjects 
really stuck out to me. So when I went to 
VHFRQGDU\ VFKRRO « , EHJDQ WR HQMR\
English a lot more, which is what I later on 
Average start to school life 
 
Becoming serious about getting required 
grades 
 




Self-appraisal learner identity 
 
Developing interest 




anyway went to study. I started to enjoy 
English. We were doing personal writings 
and writing about diary. We would do so 
many different things. We were studying 
geography and like we would have visual 
aids like maps and illustrations. I was a lot 
more engaged. It depends on the different 
teachers that I had. They made learning 
more interesting at secondary school level, I 
found. When I got to Year 9 we had to 
basically pick 3 core subjects that we were 
gonna study at GCSE level, our choices. I 
picked drama, CDF and humanities. And to 
be honest humanities was because of a 
particular teacher. I really, really liked her. 
She was really understanding and she used 
to speak to us about different cultures and 
she used to tell us things like, you know, she 
used to make us really comfortable even 
though she was an English teacher, she was 
a white women from a middle class 
background, she made everyone feel equal 





Effect of subject of interest 
 
Taking on a different learner identity 
 
Teacher impact on student learner 
identity 
 




Positive relations with teacher 
 
 
Teacher influences on choice-making 
 
,PSDFW RI WKH µQLFH WHDFKHU¶ RQ VWXGHQW







MO: What did you want to be doing after 
your GCSE at the time? 
 
 C[houkri]: At the time, oh yeah, at the time I 
wanted to be like a psychologist, or like a 
counsellor or something to do with or I was 
even like I was looking into social sciences. 
And I remember saying to Mrs [teacher 
name], my humanities teacher, I remember 
VD\LQJ WR KHU µZKDW FDQ , GR IRU$-OHYHOV"¶
Cos I was thinking cos they were basically 
encouraging us, people who were basically 
predicted 5 GCSEs or above, they were 
telling us to do A-OHYHOV«6RZHNQHZWKHUe 
were other options like GNVQs we knew 
about other options... So I was asking my 
teacher, I remember asking her, you know, 
P\ WHDFKHU µZKDW FDQ , GR OLNH KXPDQLWLHV
at A-OHYHOV¶ DQG VKH ZDV WHOOLQJ PH µD
continuation of this subject would be 
something liNHVRFLRORJ\¶6R,VDLGµZKDWLV
WKDW"¶ DQG VKH VDLG µLW LV D FRQWLQXDWLRQ RI
this and you probably look in the Great 
%ULWDLQ¶6RDQ\ZD\,ZDVLQFOLQHGWRGRWKDW
Early career aspirations 
 
Seeking post-16 career advice 
 
Teacher advice on post-16 route 
 
Aware of post-16 alternatives 
 
Seeking teacher advice on post-16 
choices 
 
Teacher giving advice on post-16 choices 
 
Justifying choice as an autonomous 
decision 
 
Accepting role of teacher in post-16 
choice 
 




and then I started to enjoy English. When I 
got to Year 10 and 11 I started to enjoy 
EnglisKDJDLQ LWZDV OLQNHG WR WHDFKHU«$W
WKHSRLQW,WKLQN,GLGQ¶WUHDOO\NQRZZKDW,
wanted to be, but I wanted to be something 
like a psychologist or a counsellor, or 
something like that because I enjoy talking 
WRSHRSOH« 
  





MO: and from there on?  
 C[houkri]: Then I went on to pursue A-
levels. English literature and language 
combined, sociology and history... I studied 
those three subjects for two years, A-levels. 
I really enjoyed English, out of those three 
subjects, and the reason I was enjoyed was 
because we were studying all different text 
like Shakespearean text, classical text...  
And I enjoyed that because so I really 
enjoyed English... Sociology and history, 
they were ok. They were quite interesting. 
$W WKDW SRLQW , ZDQWHG , ZDVQ¶W UHDOO\
thinking of what I wanted to do. I was 
thinking of what I wanted to do at degree 
level, because we were like constantly by 
the end of AS we were told to basically 
write personal statement for uni. So all I 
really knew was that I wanted to study 
(QJOLVK EHFDXVH , HQMR\HG LW DQG , GLGQ¶W
really know what I could become from this, 
but I was thinking along the line of maybe 
becoming like an editor or writer or 
something like that. You know my English 
teacher encouraged me a lot. We liked each 
other, and she really wanted me to do 
English and I really enjoyed and I was doing 
very well in it. So she wDVOLNHµJRIRULW¶6R
IRUPHLWZDVQ¶WUHDOO\DERXWZKDW ,ZDQWHG
to be, it was more to do what I was 
interested in. So A-levels were finished. I 
did well and I went to uni. My degree was in 
language and English language literature 
and linguistics. I did a three-year-degree in 
English language and linguistics and this is 
when I basically started to think about what 
I really wanted, because at the end of my 
first year I was offered a job through my 
friend of basically being an English tutor.  
Post-16 choice 
 
Developing interest for subject (English) 
 
No career plan for post A-levels 
 
Contemplating about degree choice 
 
School pressure to make choices 
 
Uncertain about educational outcome 
 
Contemplating about career choice 
 
Teacher influence on subject choice 
 
Positive rapport with teacher 
 
Teacher advice on post-16 choices 
 




Short-term interest vs long-term career 
 
Reflective about post-a6 choices 
 
Encouraging exam results 
 
No changes to post-16 subject choice 
 
Career choice taking concrete shape 
 
Found job through personal network 
 
Job suiting study 
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And I needed a part time job any way 
EHFDXVH,ZDVDWXQL6R,ZDVOLNHµRK\HDK¶
my passion and I enjoyed it. So I was like 
µRK,GRQ¶WPLQG¶«7KDWLVZKHQ,VWDUWHGWR
get passion and interest for teaching and this 
LV ZKHQ , VWDUWHG WR WKLQN DERXW µKH\ \RX
know what \RX FDQ DFWXDOO\ EH D WHDFKHU¶
and that was not in my mind set up until that 
VWDJHDQ\ZD\7KHRQO\ WKLQJZDV ,GLGQ¶W
apply for my PCGE because towards my 
final year at uni I started to lose interest in 
teaching because we had a class of 20 and I 
was OLNH µ,FDQ¶WFRQWURO WKHFODVV¶ ,JRW VR
much work and I became disinterested in it. 
And I started again going into editing, going 
into something like writing. So I was a bit 
confused at that stage. Then uni finished. I 
started applying for a job in an Islamic 
school, like different environments. I got a 
job last year. I was working as a teacher 
assistant and then from then I started to 
WKLQNPRUH DERXW WHDFKLQJ , GLGQ¶WZDQW WR
be a teacher assistant forever... So last year I 










Recognising what is missing from career 
portfolio 
Losing interest - the reality of career 
demands 
 
Studying/working imbalance effect on 
chosen career 
 
Contemplating changing careers 
 
Uncertain about next step 
 
University education finished 
 
Graduate job search 
 
Serious about progressing within chosen 
career 
 
Completing professional qualification 
course 
 
 «  
00:25:46 
 
MO: Is there anybody from the Somali 
community you look up to and say that 
person is my role model? 
 
 &>KRXNUL@ ,GRQ¶W UHDOO\NQRZ7REHTXLWH
honest most of people in my family they are 
OLNH , GRQ¶W NQRZ UHDOO\ <HDK WKHUH DUH
some people, yeah there are. There are like 
my uncle. They went on to do their degree. 
A lot of my uncles and aunties came into the 
country when they were very mature, so 
they were may be mid-twenties and they 
went to do their degrees. A lot of them are in 
UHDOO\ JRRG MREV«<HDK SHRSOH OLNH WKDW ,
do look up to them. 
 
Unsure about role model 
 
Extended family source of inspiration 
 «  




 C[houkri]: I guess, you know what, I know 
this study is on Somali youth in education, 
but I would firstly identify myself as a 
Muslim.   Obviously I am a Somali person 
or whatever, but I see my current identity 
more with the Muslim community rather 
than just Somalis. For example, there are a 
lot of Somali people now, especially girls 
who are going on to uni, getting degrees, 
who are getting jobs etc. well-paid job and 
there is even a few Somali teachers... Now 
the cycle is beginning again with me, 
because now I am going to be a teacher soon 
insha Allah. I will be teaching Somali kids 
and Asian kids, etc., they gonna be looking 
to me as their teacher. And one thing I have 
noticed about Somali kids I have worked 
with in schools is that a lot of difference 
between the genders. The girls tend to 
identity with the Asian girls, and the 
Somalis boys tend to identify themselves 
more with, you know, the black boys. So 
there is a difference in the way Somalis raise 
their boys and their girls and I think that 
affects them. They come to the education 
system which kind of explains why girls 
tend to do, generally anyway, better than 
boys. I think Somali boys are spoiled. 
 
Muslim identity comes first 
 
Obviously Somali, but choose Muslim 
identity 
 
Positive about progress of Somali girls 
 
The cycle is beginning with me 
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MO: That is interesting. You say Somali 
girls identify themselves with the Asians and 
boys  
 
 «  
 Choukri: Yeah they are more Somali 
Somalis and they hang around with Somali 
groups but when they are probably primary 
school because obviously they are wearing 
hijab, they would identify themselves with 
Asian wearing hijab. They would be in that 
group, whereas Somali boys I think they 
find it harder to identify with anyone. I think 
they try sometimes to go with black boys 
and Asian boys, but I think they are always 
in the middle because black boys may not be 
Muslim or whatever, or they might be, but 
WKH\ >6RPDOL ER\V@ GRQ¶W ILQG LW HDV\ WR
identify with them and then they experience, 
Somali girls find common identity with 
hijab wearing Asians 
 
Commenting on Somali girls 
 




Somali boys torn between non-Muslim 





from what I have seen anyway, racism from 
some of the Asian communities. So they 
tend to just stick to their own.  
Somali boys sticking to their own 
 
00:30:24 MO: And in terms of achievement you said 
that it has implications for their achievement 
« 
 
 Choukri: Yeah, definitely... One of the 
teDFKHUV ,ZDVZRUNLQJZLWK VDLG WRPH«
an inspector came to school and she was 
talking about a particular boy in our class. 
This boy was a Somali boy, really unruly 
and he would have tantrum and stuff like 
WKDWDQGVKHZDVEDVLFDOO\VD\LQJµLWLVZHOO-
known, in the education system it is well-
NQRZ WKDW 6RPDOL ER\V DUH YHU\ µRYHU
LQGXOJHG¶ DQG WKDW LV WKH VDPH ZLWK WKH
3DNLVWDQLER\VWKH\DUHµRYHU-LQGXOJHG¶DQG
she used that term. And when we asked 
µZKDWGR\RXPHDQ"¶VKHVDLGµEHFDXVHDORW
of Somali children are basically brought up 
LQ VLQJOH SDUHQW KRPHV¶<RX NQRZ WKH\¶UH
brought up by mothers and because she is 
trying to compensate for the love that he is 
not getting from his dad and she is giving 
him everything. So they tend to get their 
own way and WKH\¶UH YHU\ VSRLOHG DQG VKH
said that is the same with the Pakistani boys 
and that is why we are having in [area in 
London] a lot of behavioural problems with 
Somali boys. So I think it is to do with the 
way they brought up. They get away with a 
lot. They are not expected to do much, 
whereas the girl is kind of told, you know 
µFRPHKRPHPDNHVXUH\RXFOHDQWKLVPDNH
VXUH\RXFOHDQWKDW¶DQGLWLVWKHVDPHIRUD
lot of Asian girls as well. So they are taught 
to be disciplined and obedient whereas the 
boys DUH WROG µGRZKDW \RXZDQW MXVW NHHS
\RXUVHOIRFFXSLHG¶ 
Exposed to student stereotyping 
 




Adopting learned discourse and using it 
to understand Somali boy behaviour 
 
Stereotyping the Somali boys 
 
Somali boys get away with a lot 
 
Gender-based role expectations 
 
 
Gender practice similarities with Asians 
 







MO: What about you, Choukri, who do you 
hang around with in your spare time? 
 
 Choukri: Most of friends are quite mixed. 
There [are] a few Somalis, but I think the 












 Choukri: Would the mosque be one?  
 
 
 MO: Hmm  
 Choukri: We go there in the weekends. That 
is when we see like a lot of Somalis. We 
basically go there like on Saturdays or 
Sundays and we read Koran and stuff and 
that Masjid is mostly all Somalis. The 
teacher that teaches us is like an older lady. 
She is obviously my friend. She would be 
considered as my friend, but at the same 
time like an auntie of mine. So that is, I 
guess, the contact we have with Somali 
community and that of our family, they live 
around here anyway so we see them a lot as 
well. 
Weekend mosque visits 
 
Contact with Somali community limited 
to mosque visits 
Studying Koran and meeting Somalis 
 






 «  
00:43:10 02:KHUHGR\RXFDOOµKRPH¶&KRXNUL"  
 &KRXNUL , GRQ¶W WKLQN LW ZRXOG EH WKH8.
DQG,GRQ¶WWKLQNLWZRXOGEH6RPDOLDHLWKHU
I have never been back like my sisters have 
EHHQEDFNEXWDWWKHWLPH,ZDVQ¶WZHOOVR,
GLGQ¶W JR EDFN :H¶YH JRW EDVLcally 
Universal TV that opened us up to what 
goes on in Somalia, but at the same time I 
FDQ¶W VHH P\VHOI OLYLQJ WKHUH $QG , GRQ¶W
WKLQN µRK \HDK LW IHHOV OLNH PH FRPLQJ
KRPH¶ $QG LW LV WKH VDPH KHUH DV ZHOO ,
GRQ¶W UHDOO\ IHHO , EHORQJ LQ WKLV FRXQWU\
either. So I would kind of say the only time I 
IHOWOLNHµWKLVLVDSODFH,FRXOGEHDWSHDFH¶
is when I was in my first year of uni we 
went Hajj, in Mecca. That is the place I 
would call home even though I was there for 
only a couple of weeks. It is because I felt 
UHDOO\FRPIRUWDEOHWKHUH,GRQ¶WNQRZ 
 
Issues with belonging  in the UK 
 
Issues with belonging in Somalia 
 
No emotional link with native country 
 








Faith defining belonging 
 
Duration not essential for belonging 
 




you know anybody who is working in 
teaching? 
 
 C[houkri]: Yeah there [are] loads; there is 
quite a few Somali teachers. There is a 
maths Somali teacher I met a while back, 
there is a science Somali teacher I met a 
while back. They all tend to be female as 
Embedded in professional network 
 
Gender and profession 
 
No peer influence regarding career 
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ZHOO« , GRQ¶W WKLQN , ZHQW LQWR WHDFKLQJ
because there was anyone I really thought 
µRKWKH\¶UHGRLQJWHDFKLQJ¶DSDUWTXLWHDORW
of my friends are actually going into 
teaching now and one of my closest friends 
is a teacher now. She is working as a 
teacher. So I think maybe it did kind of help 
me come to my decision, because I saw that 
µRK WKH\ FDQ ILQG D MRE TXLWH HDVLO\¶ ,W LV
EHLQJ D WHDFKHU \RX¶UHPDNLQJ D GLIIHUHQFH
as well.  
choice 
 
Friends making similar career choices 
 
Reflective about peer role in career 
decision making 
 




00:45:40 MO: I think we have covered most of the 
LVVXHV \RX ZHUH TXLWH HODERUDWLYH « MXVW
one last question for you C[houkri]. If you 
ORRNEDFNZKDW\RX¶YHGRQHGo far, is there 
anything you have done differently? 
 
 
 C[houkri]: Not really. I would actually like 
probably a year go if you asked me, last year 
,ZDVWKLQNLQJRIµRK\HDK,VKRXOG¶YHGRQH
P\ 3&*( ODVW \HDU DQG WKHQ , ZRXOG¶YH
EHHQ ZRUNLQJ DV D WHDFKHU¶ , GRQ¶W NQRZ
But the reason why, I think, that year out 
was really good for me. It gave me that 
classroom experience I was exposed to 
different children. And I worked with 
children with special needs and that is an 
DUHD QRZ QRZ WKDW ,¶YH H[SHULHQFH LQ Lt, I 
really wanna pursue. And that is another 
thing, because you know we were watching 
Somali TV me and my mum the other day. 
And she was basically telling me, how, there 
is not really like, this is something I really 
would love in Somalia is set up a special 
needs school, because my mum was telling 
me, we were watching together anyway, and 
there was children they all got autism, some 
of them ADHD, some of them blind, 
physical impairment and they wanted to 
enter the educational arena ... If I never had 
experience with those children with special 
needs, I would now not want to go into it or 
set up school in Somalia or help set up 
VFKRROV KHUH  $FWXDOO\ , ZRXOGQ¶W KDYH




Enthusiastic about chosen career 
 
Practical experience essential for career 
choice 
 
Developing new ambitions 
 
Role of media in developing ambitions 
 
Developing awareness of how to use 
acquired experiences 
 











Certain about career decision 
 
 




 «  
00:48:37 MO: Where do you see yourself in the 
coming five years? 
 
 &>KRXNUL@ , GRQ¶W UHDOO\ NQRZ , KRSH WR
have finished my NQT, my newly qualified 
teacher status, and hopefully ... maybe 
working in a special needs school again, but 
this time as a teacher and getting more 
experience and then one day set up, insha 
Allah, a special needs school. 
 
Careful about saying too much about 
future 
 
Ideas about furthering career 
development 
 
Eager to get more experience 
 
Remaining hopeful about future 
 «  
00:49:09 
 
MO: Fantastic. Thank you very much 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
« 
 
